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The Actional Turn in the Sciences of
Culture

We argue that an actional turn is currently taking
place across all the social and human

sciences – the “sciences of culture.” By “actional

turn,” we mean the fact that each studied phe-
nomenon is seen through practice, as a practice.

For example, Science is studied “in action”

(Latour 1987), in a research process which priv-
ileges Science “in the making” over “ready-

made” Science.

In Educational Sciences, in particular Science
Education Research, this conception has two

major consequences. The first one refers to the

fact that, in order to understand Education, one
has to understand two fundamental actions, the

teaching action and the learning action, both in

their conceptual structure and their empirical
unfolding here and now. The second consequence

rests on the same logic and refers to the knowl-

edge ontology within the educational process.
This knowledge is not seen as a thing, but as a

praxeology (Chevallard and Sensevy 2014):

a praxis (a practical action) and a logos (a body
of discourse) related to this action. Knowledge is

seen as a living organism, and the researcher’s

work consists of understanding the life of knowl-
edge (Tiberghien et al. 2009) from the sphere in

which it has been shaped in scientists’ practice to

the settings where it is transmitted, as it is enacted
and embodied in student’s and teacher’s

practices.

What Kind of Action?

We argue that acknowledging this actional turn in

Science Education Research is a point of departure
that enables the educational process to be concep-

tualized in a different manner. In this way, the

Joint Action Theory in Didactics (Sensevy 2012;
Ligozat 2011; Tiberghien and Malkoun 2009;

Venturini and Amade-Escot 2013) conceives the

educational action as a specific kind of joint action,
in which the teacher’s action and the student’s

action are deeply interrelated through the growing

of common knowledge.
It is important to note that the Joint Action

Theory in Didactics (JATD) does not see these

actions as symmetrical. In particular the teacher’s
work consists of managing learning situations in

which the current student’s strategic system of

action (the didactic contract) may enable him/her
to deal with the emerging symbolic structure of the

knowledge in the problem at play (the didactic

milieu), so that the student may endorse the spe-
cific thought style (Fleck 1981; Sensevy

et al. 2008) that this knowledge embeds. In that

way, in JATD, the art and the science of teaching
could be seen as a way of monitoring the relation-

ship between the student’s work and the milieu.

The Didactic Joint Action: What
Methodological Consequences?

Such an “actional ontology” of the didactic

action entails some consequences from a
methodological viewpoint. Among them, it is

important to emphasize the following idea.

If didactic joint action is conceived as
a fundamental dialogic action between the teacher

and the student through the piece of knowledge at

play in the didactic activity, the research method
needs to document this specific relationship. That

is to say that a prominent place is given to the study
film (Tiberghien and Sensevy 2012), which

enables the researcher to describe and understand

the relational tridimensional patterns that links the
knowledge growing, the student’s action, and

the teacher’s action. Such study films constitute

the central component of what one may call hybrid

Action and Science Learning 11 A

A



text-pictures systems (Sensevy et al. 2013) in
which different kinds of “pictures” (e.g., systems

of photograms) and different kind of “texts”
(comments, content analysis, statistical analysis,

etc.) are thought of in mutual annotation and as

specific to these systems. One of themajor features
of a hybrid text-picture system is that it puts in

relation different scale levels, from the briefest

transactional moment to the longest duration
teaching-learning process. Some of these hybrid

text-pictures systems may be considered as practi-

cal exemplars (Kuhn 2012) and, according to
Hacking (in Kuhn 2012), be seen as “shared exam-

ples” in Kuhn’s essential perspective.

Cooperative Engineering: Research as
a Joint Action

In the first three parts of this entry, we have

focused on didactic joint action, which refers to
knowledge transactions between the teacher and

the student.

As we previously argued, this “actional turn
stance” stemmed from a more general conception

pervading through the sciences of culture. Within

such an actional conception, the very process of
research itself may be modified. In particular,

a prominent place has to be given to design-

based research according to the fact that the sci-
ences of culture are in part engineering sciences,

sciences of the artificial, which help modify

human practices in order to make them achieve
new ends for a better life. The consequences of

such a viewpoint for science education may lie in

the development of a specific form of design-
based research, cooperative engineering (Sensevy

et al. 2013), which can be characterized by the

common definition of educational ends between
teachers and researchers, and by their common

proposal and test of work hypotheses relating to

the students’ learning. This teacher-researcher
joint action does not erase the differences between

teachers and researchers. On the contrary, it asks

for a common grasp of consciousness of these
differences. But it rests also on the sharing of

a common stance, that of an engineer of the edu-

cational action, an engineer of the culture.
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