
Subjectivity, learning and work: Sources and legacies

Individuals’ dispositionshave long been held to direct and energise cognition in ways that shape how
they experience and respond to events in the social world. Therefore, a consideration of these
dispositions is likely to be helpful in understanding the inter-psychological processes between
individual and social world that frame contemporary socio-cultural accounts of learning. Here, the
specific concern is to elaborate the sources, legacies and potency of individuals’dispositions in the
learning of occupational practice through these processes. Having reviewed ideas about the
dispositional underpinnings of individuals’construal and construction of the knowledge required for
work, these conceptions are exercised through illuminating the roles dispositions play in the process of
constructing the knowledge required for an occupational practice (i.e. hairdressing). The study reported
here combines workplace ethnography and problem-solving tasks to identify the source of these
subjectivities, how they shape individuals’cognitive processes at work tasks and their learning
through participation in vocational practice. In all, it identified how individuals’ dispositions arise
through socially-shaped life histories or ontogenies, albeit in person-dependent ways. The
participants’ conceptions, preferences and procedures that shape their learning and the enactment of
their practice were found to be products of earlier socially-derived experiences, thereby making them
personally-subjective. These personally-subjective dispositions were identified as shaping how these
individuals engage in work, learning and the ongoing remaking of work activities, because they
influence inter-psychological processes that comprise the immediate experiences that constitute the
enactment of these activities. So, this suggests that the sociogeneses of knowledge and learning likely
includes personally unique social contributions that arise through ontogeny.

Subjectivity, learning and work
Over the past three decades, much consideration has been given to the role that conceptual and

procedural knowledge plays in human cognition, particularly within cognitive theory (e.g. Simon &

Gilmartin 1973, Anderson 1982, Ericsson & Lehmann 1996). The deliberations and contributions of

cognitive theory have greatly assisted understanding the kinds of conceptual and procedural goals

required for competent performance and how best instruction might proceed to assist individuals

secure these forms of knowledge. However, it has been acknowledged that the character of

dispositions or dispositional knowledge and its implications for cognition, learning and instruction

are less well understood and are under-emphasised in this literature (Perkins, Jay & Tishman 1993,

Tobias 1994). This gap in our understanding may well arise from difficulties associated with

conceptualising and accessing this form of knowledge, because these dispositions are less easy to,

respectively, declare or demonstrate than conceptual or procedural knowledge and are likely to be

person-dependent to a high degree. This suggests that opportunities for making this form of knowledge

accessible are likely to be less available than for demonstrable procedures and stateable propositions.

Yet, these subjective dispositions likely underpin individuals’construal and construction of concepts

and procedures, and shape how they are deployed in goal-directed activities, such as in paid work.

Importantly, these dispositions likely contribute to: (i) individuals’learning and (ii) their remaking of

culture. It seems that through ongoing engagement in different and overlapping forms of social practice



in which they engage, these subjectively-generated and deployed dispositions are sourced and

transformed throughout individuals’ ontogenies or life histories (Rogoff, 1990), and are socially-shaped

in personally unique ways (Billett 1998, 2003). Along with their conceptual and procedural

counterparts, these dispositions shape individuals’ cognitive experience (Valsiner 2000) inter-

psychologically: how what is encounter in interactions with the social world is construed and

constructed. Indeed, some suggest that these subjective dispositions constitute the gaze through which

we experience the world beyond us, including how we believe the world is viewing us (Church 2006).

Therefore, more than directing energy and intentionality (Perkins et al 1993a & b), dispositions also

shape individuals’cognition through their role in categorising and ordering what is experienced and

their response to those experiences. Yet, in turn, these dispositions are also themselves shaped

through individuals’ engagement with the social world, although the degree of reshaping is not yet

understood. That is, they order individuals’conceptualisations and their enactment of procedures, and

are themselves variously reinforced, reshaped or transformed through these processes in ongoing

ways. Therefore, the executive properties of dispositions, such as interest, intentionality and values

influenceindividuals’ cognition. Because they are person-dependent, to some degree these dispositions

are subjective.

To appraise these propositions, the contributions of personally-subjective dispositions to

thinking and acting are discussed, firstly, through consideration of the concepts of interest, attitude and

values. Then, the processes and findings from an investigation into the contributions of how the

dispositions of nine vocational practitioners (i.e. hairdressers) construct vocational knowledge are

provided to illustrate and elaborate the central role of these dispositions in the enactment of goal-

directed activity, their sources and potential contributions to learning and the remaking of occupational

(i.e. cultural) practices. In concluding, it is suggested that the development of the kinds of dispositions

underpinning the enactment of work are negotiated over time and are shaped by the kinds of vocational

activities that are experienced and negotiated, person-dependent ways. In all, the paper elaborates the

development and role of socially-derived, yet personally-subjective dispositionsin individuals’ thinking,

acting and learning.

Nature and contribution of dispositions

Cognitive theory provides helpful accounts of structures that are represented in memory and comprise

networks of propositional knowledge and orders of procedural knowledge (e.g. Anderson 1982;

Scandura 1982, Ericsson & Lehmann 1996). This theory proposes that how individuals conceptualise

knowledge and select procedures to secure goals is shaped by and yet central to the deployment of the

cognitive structures (i.e. as in learning) required for human performance in complex activities, such as

paid work. This view borrows much of Ryle’s (1949)classification of knowledge types into ‘knowing



how’ (i.e. procedures) and ‘knowing that’ (i.e. propositions). However, while useful for understanding

distinctions between procedures and concepts, the dispositions that direct and energise the deployment

of procedural and propositional knowledge, their schematic linkages and organisation, and their

contributions have, been less emphasised in this knowledge classification system (Perkins et al 1993a).

This becomes apparent when some behaviour cannot be adequately explained by either procedural or

conceptual categories of knowledge (Martin 1970). For instance, how can: being appropriately

responsive to customers in retail or restaurant settings (Billett, Smith & Barker 2005), or aged care work

(Somerville 2006); the service orientation and appropriateness of the level of checking and the self-

monitoring required of a motor mechanic (Billett & Pavolva 2005); or the safety orientation of long-

distance truck drivers (Lewis 2005) be categorised as either procedural or conceptual alone? The

attributes that best capture these behaviours are the personal dispositions of attitude, affect, interest and

values (Prawat 1989). Yet, these dispositions are likely to be personally subjective in their formation

and deployment, making them potentially distinct in some ways in their formation from stateable

concepts and demonstrable procedures, that might be seen to be derived more directly and faithfully

from the social world from where they arise.

Dispositions have been viewed as individuals' tendencies to put their capabilities into action

(Perkins et al 1993a; b). This view suggests that the potency of dispositions resides in the differences

between what individuals may be capable of doing and what tasks they actually undertake and how they

undertake them. Such perspective might look to issues of personal motivation (Hoffman 1986) or

interest (Tobias 1994) or the press of social circumstances (Barker 1968, Pace & Stern 1958) to engage

learners in realising their full capabilities. Yet, beyond this quality of enacting potential, there are

perhaps more fundamental roles that dispositions play in shaping how individuals construe and construct

what they experience and, therefore, think and act. For example, some individuals hold implicit beliefs

about knowledge, considering “levels of intelligence” to be fixed, while others consider their levels can 

be developed further (Dweck & Leggett 1988). Such beliefs shape individuals’ approaches to, and

attitudes about, activities associated with their agency in directing and securing their learning (Piaget

1981). These beliefs are particularly pertinent because learning is now viewed in most contemporary

accounts as being a product of individuals’construction and agency, including the exercise of that

agency in negotiating with the social world (i.e. inter-psychologically), rather being merely a product of

external suggestion or press, as behaviouralism suggests.

Posner (1982) similarly identifies the role of dispositions in learning. He states that "the beliefs,

knowledge and abilities that students bring with them into the learning setting are a product of

accommodations to their environments and form frames of reference which students use to assimilate

new experiences" (p. 345). Here, Posner also acknowledges the influence of earlier or pre-mediate

experiences, as Valsiner (2000) describes them. Yet, the interest that comprises an agentic element of



dispositions stands to energise cognition, learning and development in particular ways. A study of

relatively socially-isolated learners (e.g. small-business operators), for instance, found that they

exercised their agency in particular and productive ways when learning about a new taxation system,

including critically appraising the worth of advice provided by others (Billett, Ehrich & Hernon-Tinning

2003). That is, they deployed and exercised their personal epistemologies agentically as directed and

energised by their particular interests and values.

Hence, this suggests that how individuals thinking and acting is directed, for what purposes, and

with what intentionality and degree of effort (i.e. intensity) is likely shaped by their subjective

dispositions (Billett, Smith & Barker 2005). If this is the case, these dispositions actively shape the inter-

psychological processes between the individual and the social world, are therefore generative of

particular kinds of legacies or learnings, and are positioned as shaping how individuals learning and

remaking cultural practices, such as paid occupations. So these subjective and personally-derived

attributes are held to be central to individuals’learning and the remaking of and, potentially,

transforming culture. For instance, Leonteyev (1981) refers to individuals’ learning (i.e. appropriation)

as being the process through which each generation takes over the cultural heritage. Giddens (1984) also

reminds us that social structures are reproduced and produced by the action of human subjects, and

without this active remaking, societies would remain moribund. So, this production and reproduction or

remaking of the cultural heritage likely arises through individuals’ construal, construction and 

enactment of that heritage in particular circumstances and times, and for particular purposes (Billett

2003). Therefore, given learners’active role in the construction of knowledge, how they engage in

particular tasks influences what they construct and learn. For example, individuals are unlikely to

engage enthusiastically in acquiring knowledge that they do not value, yet others intend them to learn.

Quite the opposite from what was intended may well be learnt, as individuals learn to do disagree,

rebuff, or contest the very knowledge that they are being pressed to learn (Hodges 1998).

Despite an appreciation of the roles that dispositions play, there remains uncertainty about the

relationship between individuals’ subjective dispositionsand their cognitive structures (i.e. procedures

and concepts). Some claim that each of the forms of knowledge referred to above are distinct, with the

acquisition of one not being dependent on the others (Alexander, Schallert & Hare 1991). Conversely,

Rohrkemper (1989) questions the separation of dispositions from other forms of knowledge as does

Vygotsky (1987) who saw this separation as being a key weakness in psychological theory. Piaget

(1981) suggests the relationship is one of affect that these attributes energise cognitive structures,

thereby influencing, yet still being conceptually distinct from them. However, Grusec and Goodnow

(1994) propose that affect and cognition need to be seen as influencing each other in ways that are not

unidirectional or simple. Instead, they are likely to be bidirectional (i.e. negotiated) and complex.

Torney-Purta (1992) integrates dispositions within schematic structures, and Hoffman (1986) proposes



that dispositional attributes have a direct influence on cognitive structures and activities, holding that

they are embedded in and underpin both knowledge ‘that’ and knowledge ‘how’. He notes that 

individuals’ dispositions serve variously to initiate, terminate, accelerate or disrupt information

processing and shapes:  “which section of the environment is processed and which processing modes 

operate; it may organise recall and influence category accessibility; it may provide input to the

formulation of emotionally-charged schemata and categories; and it may influence decision-making"

(Hoffman 1986, p. 246). Indeed, this form of selectivity has long been acknowledged as being premised

in people’s personal histories and experiences and shaped by their beliefs (e.g. Baldwin 1894). In all,

these accounts emphasise personal dispositions, not only as a component of cognition, but also as an

active and executive component of cognitive processes. Yet, given the need to understand their

contributions to inter-psychological processes, it is those that emphasise the bi-directional and relational

interdependence between the dispositions and cognition that stand as being the most explanatory bases

for what others have proposed about learning for and throughout working life (e.g. Hodkinson and

Hodkinson, 2004, Hodkinson, Biesta and James 2008, Somerville 2006)

Certainly, without human interest, engagement and energy, it would be difficult to view

procedures or concepts as anything other than inert knowledge and their potential for enactment and

further development as being moribund. Berger and Luckman (1966), whilst emphasising the social

geneses of knowledge and knowing, conclude that without individual agency there would be no

scientific or social progress. The way propositions are constructed, for instance, and used as goals for

thinking and acting is value-laden and subjective, as are the construction and deployment of procedures.

Just as procedures become compiled (Anderson 1982), concepts are chunked thereby permitting their

use in ways that do not require highly engaged conscious thought. Yet, what is compiled and chunked

not only carry a social legacy from the circumstances in which it was accessed, but are shaped by values

and preferences that are personally particular in some ways (Billett 2003). Therefore, just as an

individuals’ accent represents a particular social legacy (Bourdieu 1991), the particular rendering of that

legacy is shaped by personal experiences and emphases, including the preferences for words and

phrases. Moreover, this proposition suggests that individuals’cognitive experience –our ways of

making sense of what we experience - is inherently shaped by their interests, values and beliefs, as

exercised through how we construe and construct the social world and generate its legacy through

processes of compilations and conceptual associations that we then execute almost unconsciously. In

this way, the legacy that comprises the socio-genesis of individuals’ knowledge is necessarily shaped by

dispositional attributes. Hence, as manifested in both the conscious and unconscious deployment of

concepts and procedures, this social legacy has dispositional underpinnings that are likely to be personal

and person-dependent in some ways.



Beyond the learning of new knowledge or generating new cognitive structures, individuals’ 

deployment of concepts and procedures in goal directed activities, such as problem-solving through

everyday work activities, is also associated with reinforcing existing and learning that new knowledge

(Anderson 1993; Shuell 1990) i.e. learning. In this way, personally subjective dispositions are also likely

to shape the on-going process of change or learning and development. Moreover, these subjective

processes also engage learners in the ongoing remaking the cultural practices in which they are engaged.

That is, the deployment of cognitive attributes is unlikely to be some faithful reproduction of cultural

practices, but a product of individuals’ interpretation and rendering of thosepractices at particular

moment in time and circumstances, and as exercise by their dispositions. Hence, beyond the processes

of transforming human cognition, as in new learning, these same processes are also involved in actively

remaking practice. Consequently, existing conceptions of knowledge and learning, considerations of

learning and how, for instance, individuals engage with instruction need to include and account for their

dispositional underpinning. These comprise the personally-subjective value-laden nature of human

thinking and acting (Billett, Fenwick & Somerville 2006). Therefore, although these dispositions can be

conceptualised as a unitary entity, and open to independent analysis, these subjectivities should viewed

as inherent elements within these knowledge structures, and included in how they are represented and

organised. On this basis, and in order to understand more adequately how individuals engage in

activities, it is necessary to include dispositional factors centrally in deliberations about individuals’ 

construction of knowledge in the process of their learning and also the ways in which they transform

cultural practices. Yet, firstly, it is necessary to identify from where these attributes arise, so that their

development, character and contributions can be more fully understood.

Ontogenetic sources of subjective dispositions

As foreshadowed, dispositions arise through the negotiations between the personal and social worlds

that comprise individuals’ ontogenetic development or life history, seemingly making them personally

subjective. Many of the accounts discussed above refer to social sources for dispositions, with

experiences during individuals’ life histories or ontogenies providing access to these attributes(e.g.

Belenky et al. 1986, Dweck & Elliot 1983, Grusec & Goodnow 1994). Dispositions arise as individuals

engage in different and overlapping social practices throughout their life histories, including those

located in the home, workplaces, social groupings and schools, where individuals participate for in

particular ways and for specific purposes. It follows individuals’ activities in these practices likely

influence how they approach and engage in subsequent cognitively-demanding tasks (e.g. Dweck &

Elliot 1983). Hence, individuals’valuing of a particular task will likely shape whether they enact an

effortful or superficial response (Goodnow 1990). Individuals’ dispositions appear to have their sources

in their personal histories or ontogenies (Rogoff 1990) and these arise through ongoing inter-



psychological negotiations between individuals’ cognitive and the immediate social experience

throughout life histories that are necessarily person-particular in some ways. This renders them

personally-subjective to some degree. These moment-by-moment processes of cognition and learning

(i.e. microgenetic development) (Rogoff 1990) serve deploy and, reciprocally, construct the dispositions

that underpin thinking and acting. This occurs as what individuals know is pitted against what they

experience and the process of monitoring and reflexivity than humans exercise. Therefore, the

interaction between the earlier or pre-mediate subjectively-premised cognitive experience and what is

subsequently encountered may provide the basis for understanding further the ongoing shaping of

personally-subjective dispositions.

Nunnaly (1976) proposes a framework of interest, attitude and values upon which the sources of

dispositions can be considered. Interest refers to preference for a particular activity; attitude

characterises feelings about things, usually either positive or negative; and values indicates preferences

for "life goals" or "ways of life". This framework is useful because it goes beyond a consideration of

specific cognitive activity to include the contributions of broader goals associated with personal history

ontogeny. In Table 1 and from above it is claimed that these dispositions are sourced individuals’

personal histories, emphasising their subjective qualities.

Table 1: Nunnaly's (1976) categories of dispositions and their proposed sources

Nunnaly's categories Proposed sources of dispositions

Interest - preference for a particular activity Likely to be sourced in personal histories

Attitude - feeling about things - positive or negative Likely to be a product of personal history

Values - i) life goals - ii) way of life i) Shaped by personal history
ii) Shaped by particular social environment

To appraise the propositions advanced above, the sources and influence of personally-subjective

dispositions on thinking and acting, and learning needs to be elaborated. In the next two sections, the

procedures for and findings of a two-part investigation of the personal histories of the working and

learning of nine hairdressers and the processes and consequences of engagement in work-related goal

directed activities is reported. This investigation is used to identify the role of these dispositions in goal-

directed activities and, hence, learning. In addition, they are used to provide grounded data to identify

the source of those dispositions. Firstly, in Study 1, thehairdressers’ professional histories, interests and

preferences were identified, along with mapping the social practices in which they worked. Following

that, findings from the hairdressers’ responses to problem-solving activities (Study 2) are used to

identify how dispositions to problem-solving activities illuminate how these hairdressers’ source and

construct knowledge.



Method

The data reported and discussed here are from an investigation which analysed the same vocational

practice (hairdressing) in three different settings. Hairdressing was selected as a vocational activity

which could be investigated in different setting, which likely provided different instances of this

vocational practice. These settings were secured in three different locations in Queensland, Australia.

These settings were: (i) in a provincial centre (Salon C); (ii) an outer city suburb (Salon A) and (iii) an

inner city suburb (Salon F). The selection of sites was premised on gaining access to both experienced

hairdressers and apprentices in the latter stages of their indenture, and to access different instances of

this vocational practice. Nine subjects participated in this investigation, of which three were final year

apprentices with the remaining six being experienced hairdressers. The investigation comprised two

studies.

Study 1

Study 1 elicited data about thesubjects’ hairdressing practice, including the subjects’ personal histories,

preferences and interests. A goal was to identify to what degree and in what ways had the situated

practice of the particular hairdressing salon, the cultural practice of hairdressing and the personal

histories of individuals contribute to their vocational practice (Billett 2003). The first goal for the

investigation was to understand the practice of the settings where the vocational practice occurred, an

objective that demands careful systematic analysis (Salomon 1991). Hence, an ethnographic approach

was adopted to analyse societal conditions, institutional settings and activity structures (Martin &

Scribner 1991) because in a given setting, significant experiences will tend to co-occur in a patterned

way (Barker 1968, Scribner 1984). The data were secured through rounds of interviews and lengthy

observations at each of the three salons. These activities elicited: (i) a ‘description of the practice’by

describing the typical activities of experts and novices during busy days; determining the‘boundaries of

the practice’, by identifying the nature of social relationships within the social practice of the workplace

(Goodnow 1990, Luria 1976) (e.g. asking questions such as those about the activities undertaken only

by the expert? Which are the activities done only by the novice?). These activities included eliciting

perceptions of the occupation practice of hairdressing by asking questions about the participants’

perceptions and about how they think about and undertake their work, their likes, dislikes and

preferences (Goodnow & Warton 1991, Tobias 1994); and asking questions about hairdressers'

categorisations of clients, and how they undertake common daily tasks. Data about the work histories of

the hairdressers was also gathered. In the findings reported below, the subjects are distinguished by a

letter and a number (e.g. C8). The Alpha character refers to the particular salon in which they work (e.g.

salon A, C or F) and a unique number from 1 to 9.



Study 2

Study 2 aimed to illuminate individuals' structuring and deployment of their hairdressing knowledge

using analyses of protocols from the subjects’ responses to a set of five ill-defined problems. These

types of problems are more complex than well-defined problems, as in the former, the start and goal

states are unclear, as are the operations required to secure the goal state. Thus an effect of using ill-

defined problems is the need to elaborate more information about start state (Voss et al. 1986). These

types of problems are also viewed as being particularly appropriate for an understanding about

participation and learning through vocational practice as problems in vocational activities are often ill-

structured, with the solver having to construct the goals and the start state (Gott 1989). Knowing why

particular approaches are selected from an array of all possible representations and also the bases of that

selection provides insights about how the problem has been conceptualised by the practitioner and on

what bases, what solutions are offered and for what purposes (Newell & Simon 1972). For the purposes

here, responses to these problems are helpful in identifying the role that personally-derived dispositions

play in these processes along with situational and cultural (i.e. social) contributions to their thinking and

acting. The methodological concern here is to understand in what ways personal dispositions play a role

in these processes.

Accordingly, a set of five ill-defined problems, comprising a series of would-be clients with

particular requests for hairdressing, was constructed and administered to the subjects in the second

study. The problems were developed from observations in salons in Study 1 and from the problem-

solving literature. These problems were presented to the subjects as a set of photographs of the

would-be client. The subjects were handed a piece of card, with four or five attached photographs of

each would-be client and were given a specific problem situation relating to the photographs. The

photographs comprised a full frontal picture of the client, and close-up photographs of a front-view,

side-view and back-view of the would-be client's head and face. When the would-be client had long

hair, there was an additional photograph with the hair lifted to make the neckline visible. The

subjects' responses to these problems were recorded and processed into protocols, which were then

analysed and interpreted. The data presented below are those from two of the ill-defined problems,

the data from which best addresses the analysis referred to in this paper. These problems were

presented as follows:

Problem 1 (PR# 1)

A new customer (show photographs of Robyn), with a birthmark on the side of her face, wants a

haircut that is stylish, but won't reveal the birthmark. What would you do? Why?

Sub-questions/prompts

. What would you try to achieve? Why?

. How would you achieve this?



. What would you be thinking about as you are working with this customer?

. Do you have any concerns?

Problem 2 (PR#2)

A customer (show photographs of Belinda) claims that you messed up her hair last time and wants

you to fix it up. What are you thinking about?

Sub-questions / prompts

. What will you do?

. What are your goals?

. How will you try to achieve your goal?

. What are your concerns?

The protocol data permit analyses of how dispositions influence choices of goals and procedures, and

also the source of those dispositions. Two studies’ findings are reported separately below.

Findings

Study 1: Delineatingparticipants’ dispositions and identifying their sources

The data from interviews in Study 1 identified areas of both commonality and difference in the subjects’ 

personal histories, ‘way-of-life’ or ‘life-goals’ (values) and preferences (Nunnaly 1976), which shaped

their approach to hairdressing. The hairdressers with responsibility for apprentices had all been

apprentices themselves and, with one exception, had had work experience in other hairdressing salons.

These earlier experiences had shaped their choice of the current work circumstances or ‘life-goals’ of 

four of the hairdressers, who had actively sought out their current employment in these salons. Two of

the hairdressers were, in addition, realising important life goals through ownership of a hairdressing

salon, in the first instance, and seeking to be respected and admired, in the second. Two female subjects,

who had young children, reported being restricted in their choice of vocational activities by their part-

time-work and domestic commitments. This seems indicative of how overlapping engagement in

different social practice (e.g. work and family) and the subjectivities associated with each can impinge

on one another, and where negotiations between the two include attitudes and values about both work

and family life. Overall, the data indicate the key role that individuals' socially-determined personal

histories (Greeno 1989; Prawat 1989) or ontogenetic development (Rogoff 1990) played in influencing

the subjects' occupational practice. Their aspirations, interests and reasons (life-goals) for participating

in hairdressing were both generated in and guided by personal histories. This was also evident in the

participants’ approach to vocational practice, how they sought to secure goals, how they categorised 

clients and planned their work, all of which are important in a goal-directed activity such as

hairdressing.



Preference for practice

Subjects' preferences for their vocational practice were indicative of how personally-constituted

dispositional factors influenced their approach to hairdressing as indicated in Table 2. Using Nunnaly's

(1976) categorisation of attitudes as being either negative or positive, the subjects’ preferences are

depicted in this table. For example, while subjects' preferences for hairdressing activities had similarities

across settings (e.g. working with clients), their preference against (i.e. dislikes) were more diverse (e.g.

particular kinds of clients, particular strategies, work and non-work life negotiations). Four subjects

reported concerns emphasising how other responsibilities impinged on their work (e.g. parental role;

concerns about owning and managing a business). At one salon, preference for particular techniques

was reported, and each salon had a pattern of treatments which reflected its activities. In addition, the

three apprentices expressed concerns about interaction with certain types of clients (i.e. older, confident

mature women).

Table 2: Preference: Subjects’attitudes towards their work

Sub Preference for (likes) Preference against (dislikes)

A1 satisfying clients - chemical and colour awkward clients and streaking

A2 working with (some) people - cutting
colour

way some clients treat her

F3 client contact, conversation and cutting colouring - up-fashion cuts and weddings

F4 social aspects of work (clients and co-
workers)

overlap of responsibilities between family and
work

F5 interaction with clients - cutting perming and chemicals

F6 satisfying clients - creative work unhappy clients and those who are rude on the
phone

C7 helping clients - self-esteem duties of running a business

C8 satisfying and working with clients unhappy clients

C9 different tasks and working with clients bad days - tints on tints

Preference for (or against) refers to dispositions associated with clients, particular techniques, business

and personal demands are illuminated here. In referring to both ‘client satisfaction’ and ‘work with 

clients’, the data suggest that both goals for hair cutting tasks and procedures used to secure those goals

were influenced by these preferences. ‘Preferences against’reported across the salons were quite

diverse, being linked to factors characteristic of the salon (at Salon A–had some difficult clients) or key

values (at Salon F - the hairdressing vocation and the importance of style and transforming haircuts) and

to quite diverse concerns at Salon C (related to running a business; unhappy customers; and tints). These



preferences related to how work tasks were conceptualised and might be enacted on the bases of the

subjective premises of preferences. These data indicate that both individual and situational factors

influence preference for aspects of vocational practice, yet situational factors also contributed to their

personal histories, thereby shaping those preferences.

Categorisation of clients

A values basis for the categorisation of clients was also evident in the responses. From interviews and

observations, it was understood that this categorisation influenced the formation of hairdressing goals

(i.e. what the hairdressing activity was to achieve) and selection of procedures used to secure goals

(i.e. which particular set of procedures where to be enacted) (Billett 2003). Again, there was some

consistency of client categorisation within settings. At Salon A, categorisation was value-based,

drawing on personal histories and attitudes towards clients; at Salon F, on occupational and interest

factors, such as freedom to be creative; at C, on concerns about treatments and the smooth running of

the ‘production line approach’ adopted at this salon (Table 3). As, with the preferences in Table 2,

these categorisations indicate a negotiation between the personal preferences of the hairdressers and

factors they experienced in the salons. Differences between novices' and seniors' categorisations of

clients were also evident, indicating the contributions of personal history. For example, apprentices'

categorisations (A2, C9, F6), more than the seniors, were based on client attitudinal characteristics,

than on attributes such as age groupings or background, as were their seniors’. The younger and less

experienced hairdressers all reported uncertainty and lack of confidence in dealing with mature

women clients, which included how to engage in conversation with them and about what. This was

not a cause of concern for more experienced hairdressers, who had developed these skills and were

not daunted by these tasks. What this table depicts is that, while there are situational factors shaping

the hairdressers categorisations of clients, there were also differences premised on their personal

histories.

Table 3: Client categorisation across salons

Settings Commonality in categories Differences in categories

Salon A Personal backgrounds and
concerns about clients

A1 - client lifestyle (values)
A2 - openness/ personal confidence (attitudes)

Salon C Concerns about treatments and
smooth running of production line

C7 - what they want to spend (values)
C8 - clients' mood (attitude)
C9 - all the same (values)

Salon F Occupational and interest factors
associated with clients (e.g.
freedom to be creative)

F3 - occupation and age (values)
F4 - personal standing/values (attitudes)
F5 - age and openness (values)
F6 - openness and sort of demands (values)



So, within categorisations of clients that were comparable across these settings, there were some

differences (Table 3). For example, C8, who saw being "neat and tidy" as an important personal and

occupational trait, classified clients by how they looked after and maintained their hair, whereas F4's

classification was particularly influenced by her parental circumstances, preferring ‘young mothers’

as clients. F5 preferred younger people and students as this permitted him to engage in more

interesting conversations and enjoy greater freedom with hair treatments, because his experience had

led him to conclude that young women were more open to the kinds of transformational cuts and

treatments he preferred. The categorisation of clients is an important and, perhaps formative, step in

developing goal states for the hairdressing activity (i.e. goal formation) (Billett 2003). Therefore,

variations in these hairdressers’responses across and within these workplace settings are perhaps

illustrative of how relations among situation, person and activity (Lave 1993) influence approaches to

individuals’engagement in goal-directed activities that are aligned to their conduct of, learning and

remaking of the practice of hairdressing. Certainly, these differences suggest that factors outside of

the press of the particular social practice shape how individuals engage in thinking and acting, and,

therefore, direct and shape their learning experiences. Moreover, the references to particular

instances in the participants’ life experience that generated these preferences, suggest these

preferences as dispositions are not ad hoc, but instead are grounded in and arise through personal

histories.

Planning

Dispositions also shaped approaches to workplace planning and reflected a similar pattern of a role in

the negotiation between the press of the situation and subjects' ontogenies. For example, three

subjects reporting difficulties associated with effective planning, emphasised the need to be flexible

to allow for contingencies, such as awkward customers, more extensive treatments and cancelled

appointments. The significance of these subjects was their standing in these salons, as the senior

hairdresser (principal participant) in each salon. Both F3 and C7, who had salon management

responsibilities as well as hairdressing, emphasised an approach to planning the day’sactivities that

avoided concerning themselves with the entire day’s activities. Instead, they referred to taking work

as it came along. Hence, whereas some of the hairdressers scanned the whole day's appointments first

thing in the morning and commenced planning, others claimed to consider only their immediate

clients, thereby reducing effortful activities associated with potentially unnecessary planing. While,

such approaches might be taken as examples of more less expert ways of dealing with workplace

demands, they also reflect preferences that have arisen through experience. That is, finding



personally helpful ways of managing the demands of this work by engaging in the least-effortful

strategies, long identified as an approach deployed by experts (Scribner 1984).

Hence, the bases for negotiating this planning was shaped by their attitudes and values that

arise through their personal experience and lead to particular preferences. For instance, whereas F5

claimed to plan by intuition, F4 needed to plan ahead in order to balance her domestic and work

commitments. Expressions of personal preference were clear at Salon F, where the organisation of

work, with one hairdresser to each client, allowed the hairdressers there to take a different approach

to planning: F3 - one at a time, keep appointments planned; F4 - need to plan for child care; F5 –

‘how does the day feel"; and F6 - planning her area of speciality - colours. This situation was

tolerated in this salon as each hairdresser worked independently with their own clientele. Yet, this

practice would not be permissible at the other two salons, where the hairdressing work is shared

across hairdressers and where clients are sequentially serviced by a number of hairdressers. As a

consequence of the different norms and practices for hairdressing work in these salons, the goal-

directed activity of hairdressing was organised quite differently by each of the hairdressers, yet still

shaped by their personal imperatives.

Hence, the goal-directed activity of planing work, comprised negotiations between the

influence of the demands or press of the salons and the imperatives of personal preferences and

values. Certainly, the degree by which individuals could exercise their preference (i.e. dispositional

preference) was ordered by their standing in the social practices (i.e. the hairdressers’ salons).

Principal participants (owners/managers) were able to utilise greater discretion of a public kind in

exercising their personal preferences, than were novices. However, principal participants had to

respond to different, and perhaps additional, demands of the salons’ social practicebecause of their

roles (e.g. paying wages, running a business) than did more peripheral participants. Yet, despite

working in an environment that was subject to surveillance and monitoring, the novice hairdressers

also reported and demonstrated being able to exercise their preferences for hairdressing goals and

treatments. That is, within constraints of observable work performances within a public working

space, less experienced hairdressers, whose standing was lower than managers and supervisors, were

able to organise planning process in ways that suited their personal preferences. Consequently, the

press of the same social practice was not uniform, nor uniformly compelling. Indeed, each hairdresser

was able to exercise their personal preferences, albeit in the privacy of their decision-making or in

highly public manifestations.

In this way, there was evidence of the exercise of personally-subjective dispositions in the

important process of planning vocational activities that comprised. Such planning activities also

constitute instances of microgenetic development through engagement in goal-directed workplace

activity activities. Whilst some of that development serves to reinforce and refine what is the



individual knows and what is the preferred practice of these workplaces, there was also evidence of

change arising through engaging in hairdressing activities, as is elaborated in the next section.

Study 1 Summary

When engaging in the vocational practice of hairdressing, the hairdressers’ preferences forhow they

categorise their clients and plan their work were shaped through the interaction among the external

and internal press of the salon’s practices where they conducted their work and their personal

histories (i.e. ontogenies) in negotiating their hairdressing practice. This included preferences for

how they identified and negotiated the goals for hairdressing task, including how they how they

categorised and negotiated with clients and in their planning for their work day (Table 4).



Table 4: Dispositional influence on subjects' approach to hairdressing

Variables Influences on approach to hairdressing

Preference Setting and securing goals, including interaction with clients

Categorisation Planning and organising goals

Planning Approach to work activities

Yet, beyond illuminating the requirements for practice through observation, the interview data

elaborated differences among the hairdressers’approaches to hairdressing activities, such as how

they categorised and worked with clients, which they attributed to events in their personal histories.

In this way, it was possible to identify particular sources of preference within subjects’ ontogenetic

development, such as F5’s lack of training with chemical treatments, or restrictions placed on 

apprentices at C to learn what the owner-manager believed important. The knowledge used in

planning was associated with dispositions and particular social practice. The sourcing found in this

study strengthens claims of Perkins et al. (1993b) about the role of dispositional attributes in

thinking, and Tobias' (1994) view that dispositions such as interest underpin cognitive activity.

Equally, evidence is provided that dispositional factors play a role in how individuals approach the

problem-solving activities, through which they remake practice, whilst learning themselves.

It is concluded from the data that the underpinning dispositional attributes of cognition can

be represented as responses to experiences engaged in over time through participation in different and

overlapping social practice that contribute to ontogenetic development, but in ways that are

potentially personally unique (Billett 1998). These moment-by-moment problem-solving activities

comprises microgenetic development and lead to particular legacies in the form of individuals’ 

ontogenetic development that is both shaped by and the product of interaction between social

experience and the hairdressers’ cognitive experiences, including their subjective construction.

Working and learning influenced by these dispositions.

From analyses of the hairdressers’ preferences the sources of these dispositions can be clustered under

three headings. Those sourced from the: (i) internal press of social practice (Brown, Collins & Duguid

1989); (ii) external requirements in the forms of the cultural practice of hairdressing (Barker 1968, Pace

& Stern 1958) that together comprise the social experience (Valsiner 2000); and (iii) personal histories

in the form of their existing knowledge and how they construe and construct that experience (i.e. their

cognitive experience). These sources are depicted in Figure 1. Together, the data suggest, the first two

contributions represent situational factors associated with the particular social practice - the hairdressing



salon where the hairdressers engage in their vocational practice - with its own set of norms and values

comprising the salon’s culture of practice (Brown, Collins & Duguid 1989), that stand as a

manifestation of history, cultural need and situational factors. The external environment, in the form of

clients' demands and preferences, influences the approach to hairdressing problem-solving, such as

willingness to take risks and the kinds of interaction with clients. Clientele characteristics provide

experiences (preference for certain treatments) which are also likely to influence the hairdressers'

activities. The internal press is to privilege certain approaches to hairdressing and, possibly, sanction for

activities that are outside the cultural norms. For the peripheral participant (e. g apprentice), the

opportunities to publicly enact practices (e.g. treatments) that are outside the norms of the setting (e.g.

what we do here is ….) are likely to be restricted.

Yet, in addition to these situated factors, the hairdressers’personal histories provide another

source of dispositions. These histories have furnished opportunities for the development of individual

sets of values and preferences through participation in unique combinations of social practices that they

have participated in throughout their personal histories. Therefore, in combination, these three sources

provide for the situated and ontogenetic contributionsthat are negotiated through individuals’ subjective 

dispositions that underpin their construction of both hairdressing concepts and procedures.

Press of external environment

Characteristics, demands,
values and preference of
clientele

 Culture of
Practice
(social

experience)

Press of internal environment
Preferences of principal

participants
(owner/manager)

Rules and norms (culture of
practice)

Key values and goals of
community

Dispositions

Individuals' personal histories
(cognitive experience)

Values, preference, prior knowledge, ambition of
individuals
Participation in other (overlapping communities)
Standing in community

Figure 1: Sources of dispositions (values, attitudes, interest)



The importance of these ontogenetically and situationally-shaped dispositions is that they underpin

activities associated with the representation and deployment of knowledge and, hence, cognitive

development and the remaking of the cultural practice of hairdressing. As dispositions were

personally distinct in some ways among the hairdressers, their activities were likely to be influenced

by that difference, in potentially personally-unique ways. In so far as the balance among the internal

and external press of social practice, and personal history, are different across settings and for

individuals, there are likely to be legacies for their representations of knowledge and problem-

solving, as these subjective dispositions underpin their thinking and acting. These findings suggest

that conceptions of cognition and learning need to account for personally-subjective and potentially

idiosyncratic cognitive structures and their dispositional qualities that arise through individuals'

ontogenetic development.

This proposition, and those advanced in the earlier discussion and supported by the subjects

in Study 1, are appraised further in the second study which used subjects’ protocols from a series of 

identical hairdressing problem-solving activities.

Study 2: Influence of dispositions on deployment of cognitive structures

Findings from the protocol analyses undertaken in Study 2 elaborate how the subjects’ thinking and 

acting were underpinned by socially-shaped personal dispositions. Concepts and procedures were

identified and analysed on the basis of their being: (i) common to all sites; or (ii) common to a

particular setting; or (iii) unique, or almost unique, to subjects. That is, they identified dispositions

that referred to: (i) the canonical knowledge of hairdressing, that has been generated historically and

in response to the cultural requirements; (ii) the manifestation of practice within the particular salon;

or (iii) individual’s personal history(Billett 2003). This analysis and the framework used to advance

that analysis were verified by the hairdressers in follow-up interviews. In particular, they were able to

identify the links between individually unique concepts and procedures with events in their personal

histories and also those associated with the salons’ social practice, thereby reinforcing these

deductions. Moreover, inter-rater reliability procedures were used to enhance the reliability of the

categorisation of data was being the product of culturally-derived canonical knowledge of the

vocation (i.e. hairdressing knowledge), situational manifestation of that knowledge (i.e. the salons’ 

norms and practice requirements) or those derived through individuals’personal histories.

Concepts which are unique to subjects

Data from the two ill-defined problems introduced earlier have been used in this analysis. Data

referring to concepts associated with formulating goals for a hairdressing activity involving changes

to a client's hairstyle (Problem 1) and goals associated with handling a client's complaint (Problem 2)



are provided. The first problem generated data on how the conceptualisation of goals resulted in the

selection of specific procedures, whereas the second refers to a problem emphasising in particular the

dispositional basis for conceptualising goal direct activities through which work is conducted and

learning occurs.

The first of the problem tasks (Problem 1) presented subjects with a hairdressing task in

which the client wanted a change of hair style; and yet was constrained by the client having a

prominent birthmark on the side of her face, about which she was self-conscious. The findings consist

of views about how the hairdressers’ dispositions influenced both the formation of goals (i.e.

concepts) and the procedures selected for their preferred treatment. Through the hairdressers’ 

assessment of the would-be client, there was a common acknowledgment of the amount of the client’s 

hair, the client's face shape/size and the need to consider her birthmark. These common

conceptualisations represent the exercise of canonical hairdressing concepts that have developed as

tools to assist this culturally derived vocational practice overtime (i.e. historically). However,

different formulations of goals and preferred solutions were provided by the subjects, which reflected

strong personal dispositions. For example, C7 regarded the birthmark as a problem of self-concept

and proceeded to offer a severe cut which would draw attention to the side of the face (the area of the

client's concern). He referred to Napoleon as having a birthmark which was matter of pride for him.

In this way, the hairdresser was exercising a particular sentiment about how the client should

confront the world. However, other conceptualisations emphasised the shape or size of the face (A1)

or the shape of the neck (F4) as something they might incorporate in their goal for the cut. These all

indicate personally-subjective construals that were identified as being person-specific.

Table 5: Formulating goals and selected procedures (Problem 1)

Subject Conceptualising goals Selecting procedures

A1 Nice face - weight of hair Straighten it with chemicals, then cut it

A2 Curly hair - difficult to visualise Short bob - shaped cut

F3 Small face - lots of hair Give her a modern look

F4 Beautiful neck - lots of hair - looks
like a carpet

Soften fringe and layer it

F5 Stylish means shorter Give her a piecey hair cut - long bits coming in
front of ear

F6 Curl - length Cut long hair into style - reduce length by
stages

C7 Self-image - she should learn to
ignore birthmark

An asymmetrical cut, short

C8 She's all hair - small face for all that
hair

Take up length and layer it around her face



C9 Change it - hold it up Shorter bob - reduce bulk

The commonly proposed procedures (i.e. those comprising the canonical practice of hairdressing)

were to achieve goals of softening the appearance around the face and leave the birthmark covered,

albeit in different ways (see Table 5). On the other hand, C7's response is indicative of his beliefs

about self-concept which shaped the formulation of his goal for the haircut. Note that the solutions

offered in Salon F where those associated with that salon’s motif about transformational cuts. In 

some ways, but not uniformly, the responses from three of the four hairdressers at that salon reflected

versions of the kinds of cuts which that salon specialises in. So, beyond the contributions of

canonical hairdressing knowledge (e.g. the general preference to shorten the hair), there was evidence

also of the contributions of the particular situated practice in which the hairdressing occurred.

Nevertheless, beyond these there were also differences and variations in the solutions which were

product of hairdressers’ dispositional preferences. Thus, the subjects’ preferred goals and selected 

procedures appeared to provide a basis for the solution to the problem. It appears that the situated

manifestation of hairdressing practice within a particular salon provided the norms for the sorts of

solutions that were permissible in the salon, and the subjects selected their preferred solutions from

within the array of possible solutions. That is, the problem space has parameters defined by the

culture of practice, leaving the individual to offer solutions from within those parameters that they

preferred.

In the responses to the second problem, dispositional factors were clearly evident when

addressing a client’s complaint, about the hairdresser having “messed up her hair”(Table 6). For

instance, F3, who stated having a dislike for conflict and was a part-owner of the salon, proposed that

the client may be in the wrong salon (i.e. their needs and expectations were below the trend-setting

hairstyling his salon offers). Similar, the other part-owner of this salon (F4) also claimed it was the

client's problem, proposing that something must be wrong in her life. These responses were

contrasted to F5's desire to re-establish relationships with this client and suggested she required lots

of attention and pampering. F5, it should be noted, while not a salon owner is a self-employed

hairdresser who ‘rents’a chair in this salon. Different again were the apprentice's (F6) concerns

included her standing in the salon - the fact that she was an apprentice. So, in this salon, there were

particular conceptions of this problem that lead to distinct responses. These responses reflected

positions in the workplace, but also sets of dispositional factors, that were associated with the

hairdressers’ personal histories. The distinctiveness of dispositional nature of the response was

evident in that of another salon owner. C7 interest was in resolving the problem quickly to minimise

damage to the salon's reputation in the client community. C8's response was associated with self-

doubt, and concerns about her reputation in the town in which she lived and worked, whereas the



apprentice, C9, viewed the problem as an opportunity to learn. So, while all subjects would work

seek to secure the client’s satisfaction, by fixing up the problem, their goals for this and means of

proceeding to address the problem were quite different.

Table 6 Attitudinal responses to client complaint (Problem 2)

Subject Response

A1 "Where have I gone wrong?"

A2 "What has she (client) done wrong?"

F3 "Always take it personally"

F4 "Something wrong in their (clients) lives" "something more than haircut"

F5 "Control ego - get control of yourself"

F6 "What did I do wrong?"

C7 "Must sort out the problem"

C8 "Sick feeling" - "don't know everything"

C9 "Everybody's been through it - opportunity to learn"

Within the responses to this problem, attitudes (Nunnaly 1976) and personal doubts also differed

across subjects and influenced how subjects approached problem-solving tasks. For example, during

interviews, and in the validation process, some subjects reported concerns associated with their

personal confidence, which influenced the goal they selected. This confidence determined ‘how far

you would go’with a particular client or, as F3 reports, "the degree that you are willing to take risks".

For example, some younger hairdressers reported how uncertainty in their relationship with some

mature or dominant clients influenced the selection of hairdressing goals and procedures. This

uncertainty influenced the degree of risk-taking in suggesting a solution. In this way, the search or

problem space was likely to be shaped by a restricted (less risky) set of options.

Some of the hairdressers reported that challenges to competence influenced their approach to

clients and degree of risk-taking that even some senior hairdressers engaged in when formulating

goals. However, from the protocol analyses, it was evident that sources of these attitudes were

different. C7’s concern was about losing the local client community's confidence, while C8’s was 

about her personal standing in the community in which she lived. F3 reported this concern as being a

challenge to his competence, as did F5. F6 viewed concerns as a product of being an apprentice–and

a threat to her standing in the salon. Similarly, A1, although being a supervisor in that salon, had

concerns about her security of employment and the frequency of complaints which she had to

manage. It should be noted that, at this salon, the absent owner had a history of dismissing employees

on the basis of customer complaints, and the clientele of this salon were observed as being prone to



wanting much from the hairdressers and to complain about their hairstyles in ways that were not

observed in the other salons. Thus, there was evidence that, standing in the practice influenced the

dispositional basis for problem-solving, as did different external press upon that practice, such the

threat of strong client complaints. The dispositional underpinnings in the responses then were shaped

by the hairdressers’ personal histories (life-goals and way-of-life) that comprised their earlier or

premediate experiences and also those factors attributes the kinds of activities and interactions that

they engaged in the salons (i.e. the immediate experience). It is in the negotiations between these that

individuals’ dispositions are evident in their role in shaping learning and the remaking of social 

practice at particular points of time and in particular circumstances. So, these legacies (i.e. learning

and remaking practice) are shaped by more that concepts and procedures, it is the dispositional bases

to these that shape the engagement with particular concepts and procedures that lead to particular

outcomes.

Sources, influences and contributions of personal dispositions

The data analysed above, suggest that the personally subjective dispositional underpinnings of

conceptual and procedural knowledge influenced the hairdressers’thinking and acting (problem-

solving) in personally-distinct ways, albeit shaped by situational and cultural practices. Personal

values appeared to determine the sort of activities that these hairdressers engaged in and how they

engaged in these tasks. Both personal histories, and the internal and external press of the

circumstances in which individuals engage in socially-determined activity were identifiable in the

data, which supports the tentative claims that dispositions have social sources. In this way, the

hairdressers’ premediate experiences shaped how they construed and constructed their goals for and

approach to the hairdressing task. Each of the hairdresser’ ongoing experiences further shaped 

differences in individuals’ dispositions appeared to be the product of their construction of knowledge

which was socially-derived from earlier experiences during their ontogeny.

During the validation phase of the investigation, in almost every circumstance, the

hairdressers were able to account for their approach to these problem scenarios as being the product

of specific premediate experiences. These experiences included treatments they had learnt in other

countries (A1, C7), personal experiences and preferences (F3, F6 & C8), or those of acquaintances

(A2). These accounts were provided in quite precise and informed ways. These included experiences

from when and where they had been apprenticed, worked, gone to college, etc, the sources of

expectations from their values and life goals (e.g. trendy salons, other salons, friends, etc.) and

images that shaped their goals for preferred hair styles (e.g. from magazines, seen in streets, styles).

In sum, these practitioners could identify how particular premediate experiences shaped their

representations of knowledge and problem-solving activities and had done so in ways that were, by



degree, person dependent. In this way, their experiences earlier in their life histories generated a

legacy that shaped how they deployed their cognitive resources in their goal-directed activities.

The analysis and deductions here propose that, for these hairdressers, personally-subjective

dispositions, beyond being bases for energising individuals’ capabilities, also shape the construal of

experiences and how these individuals think and act, and as a consequence learn and remake their

practice. From this, frameworks and categories of knowledge, such as those referring to cognitive

structures, their development and deployment remains incomplete without a consideration of

dispositional factors such as personal attitude, values and preference, which arise through

ontogenesis. This seems a worthy advance, because despite the importance of their role in learning,

these subjectively-derived attributes are still not adequately addressed within cognitive accounts, with

their focus on propositional and procedural representations of knowledge. Certainly, cognitive theorists

are aware of the importance of affect and dispositions (e.g. Piaget 1981, Posner 1982) and they have

been the focus of much research, as on the relationship between motivation and cognition (e.g. Hoffman

1986, Piaget 1981). Indeed, earlier accounts sought to integrate dispositions in frameworks and

categories of knowledge (e.g. Perkins et al. 1993a, 1993b; Tobias 1994). Clearly, dispositions also

influence whether individuals value a particular outcome enough to participate in the effortful activity

required to secure the requisite knowledge. For example, Dweck and Elliot (1983) report that school

students, with a performance orientation, may determine if participation in a school room activity will

result in their "looking smart", which is quite a different goal from determining what they will learn

from an activity. Consequently, determinations about engagement in activity may not be adequately

addressed by the view of strategic knowledge which focuses on efficacy (e.g. what needs to be done,

how and when), to the exclusion of personal dispositional factors (e.g. is it worthwhile doing, and if so

how well). Strategic procedural knowledge (e.g. Gott 1989) - knowing how and when to apply

knowledge - has previously been advanced as addressing value and affect. Yet, within cognitive theory,

strategic or higher order procedures is usually represented in terms of the efficacy of securing goals,

rather than whether the learner thinks they are worth securing (i.e. Dweck & Elliot 1983; Goodnow

1990; Tobias 1994) or whether individuals possess the personal confidence, interest or motivation to

engage with what they are experiencing (Belenky et al. 1986). That is, it has not embraced the

personally subjective qualities of strategic or higher order thinking. Therefore, and as demonstrated

above, it is now necessary to go beyond accounts that see dispositions as merely energising cognition

and exercising tendencies, to capture the character of personally-derived subjectivities how they shape

what individuals experience and come to know. Importantly, and as explained within cognitive theory,

these dispositions become almost unconscious attributes as they become part of cognitive schemata that

have been learnt and honed to be applied without the requirement of conscious working memory.



Subjective dispositions: Learning and work
In all, this paper elaborates the source, development and role of personally subjective dispositions in

individuals’ thinking and acting, and therefore, learning. The findings suggest that the sociogeneses of

knowledge and learning includes personally unique social contributions that arise through ontogenies.

Hence, the dispositions that influence how individuals think and act and remake cultural practices are

personally-subjective, yet socially shaped and arise through inter-psychological processes that are

shaped by both earlier (premediate) socially-derived and immediate experiences. The potency of these

discussions is the role that personal histories play in shaping both cognition and culture. This comprises

not only the construction of new knowledge, but also the ongoing process of development. The studies

suggest that the dispositions underpinning cognitive activity are the product of individuals’ ongoing

participation in social practice that have contributed to legacies in the form of their cognitive

experience, and how they construe and construct what they know and how they subsequently deploy

that knowledge in further learning and the remaking of practice. However, not evident from this study

is whether some dispositions are more or less socially-reflective, and whether some are less prone to

change than others. Equally, whether there are particular kinds of experiences that lead to

dispositions that are hard to change. Certainly, the evidence here is that personally-confronting

experiences have a particular kind of legacy (i.e. powerful), which may also be durable. This is

important because while offering insights into the genesis and transformation of dispositions, through

such experiences that interactions between the individual’s ontogeny and participation in social

practice is likely to engender appropriate beliefs and values that manifest themselves as individuals’ 

dispositions. This adds another dimension to the inter-psychological processes between the social and

the personal, and their intra-psychological outcome.
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