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A transactional methodology for analysing learning
Leif Östmana and Johan Öhmanb

aUppsala University; bÖrebro University

ABSTRACT
Investigating learning in ongoing classroom practices involves 
a number of methodological challenges. One main challenge, identified 
by scholars in sociocultural approaches, is how to take both the indi-
vidual and the environment into consideration in analyses. Although 
the challenge we are addressing are methodological in character, the 
work of coming up with a transactional methodology requires philoso-
phical and theoretical clarifications and here we use mainly the work of 
John Dewey. The main ambition of this article is to present and empiri-
cally illustrate a transactional research methodology – a package of 
analytical models and an analytical method – that fully recognize the 
dynamic relations between the individual and the environmental 
dimensions – how they interplay in the learning process and how 
certain learning outcomes result from that interplay. The three models 
we present concerns the trajectory of learning, how the influence of the 
individual and environmental dimensions on students learning can be 
understood and approached transactionally respectively the learning 
outcome in terms of what the person learn when (re)creating habits. 
The analytical method presented and illustrated is built upon a first 
person perspective on language use, which dissolves some of the 
methodological problems when investigating the individual dimension 
through in situ analyses.

Introduction

Investigating learning in ongoing classroom practices involves a number of methodological chal-
lenges. One main challenge is how to take both the individual and the environment into consideration. 
By the individual we mean the intra-personal, i.e. the individual’s knowledge, skills, perceptions, 
values, etc. By the environment we include the inter-personal, institutional and physical world. By 
learning, we here mean experiences that result in a developed repertoire of actions enabling the 
individual to coordinate their activities and the environment in a more specific and purposeful way. By 
learning outcome and learning content we mean acquired habits and the components that makes up 
a habit.

While most educational researchers are likely to agree that individual processes and the 
environment need to be taken into consideration, it is common for one of these aspects to be 
positioned as superior from the beginning and to predetermine the other, thereby causing 
different methodological problems. If the individual is the starting point, they tend to appear 
to be free to form their actions independent of the environmental context. If the starting point is 
the environmental context, it often appears to determine the individual’s actions and there is 
a tendency for individual differences to disappear (see Hodkinson et al., 2007). Rogoff (1995) 
concluded that:
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Even when both the individual and the environment are considered, they are often regarded as separate entities 
rather than being mutually defined and interdependent in ways that preclude their separation as units or elements 
(pp. 139-140).

In a research review of cultural psychology, Lehman et al. (2004) arrive at a similar conclusion, arguing 
that, whereas most researchers within this field admit to a mutual relationship between culture and 
psychological processes, two different substantial bodies of research are treated as being entirely 
independent. These two areas relate to research into the ways that culture influences psychological 
processes on the one hand, and how psychological processes contribute to the origins and persistence 
of cultures on the other hand. Based on their review, the authors draw attention to the need for 
research “that focuses more fully on the dynamic relations between psychology and culture” (p. 705).

What we would therefore like to draw attention to in this article is the need for research 
methodologies that fully recognize the dynamic relations between the individual and the environ-
mental dimensions – how they interplay in the learning process and how certain learning outcomes 
result from that interplay. We use the word interplay in a transactional understanding. 
Methodologically speaking, the transactional perspective implies that it is only in and through 
encounters with the environment that the meaning of the environment and the actions of the 
individual (including language use) becomes constituted and possible to analyze. Thus, when we 
use the term interplay it means that we make an analytical distinction between the environmental and 
the individual dimensions of the meaning that is transactionally created. We make this distinction 
because we are interested in creating knowledge of, if, and how a specific relationship between the 
dimensions affects the learning outcome. Although the term interplay has its obvious drawbacks, we 
have chosen to use it in order to emphasize that the relationship is a dynamic one, constantly changing 
as the encounters unfold.

In many approaches to learning, thinking and feeling, on the one hand, and action on the other, are 
treated as detached processes located in the two separate realms of the inner mind and outer reality, 
respectively. This kind of dualism means that the individual dimension can never be investigated 
through in situ studies, since the mind is hidden for an external observer. The dualistic view is 
particularly obvious in research adopting a cognitivist perspective, where learning is analyzed in terms 
of the development of mental structures and conceptual change. But many scholars have also warned 
that dualistic tendencies can be present also in sociocultural approaches (Garrison, 2001; Hodkinson 
et al., 2007; Jornet et al., 2016; Wertsch, 1998). Wertsch (1998), for example, maintains that the term 
internalization, which is often used in sociocultural studies, can be misleading, because it:

[. . .] encourages us to engage in the search for internal concepts, rules, and other such entities that are quite 
suspect in the eyes of philosophers such as Wittgenstein [. . .]. The construct of internalization also entails a kind 
of opposition, between external and internal processes, that all too easily leads to the kind of body-mind dualism 
that has plagued philosophy and psychology for centuries. (p. 48)

In line with Roth and Jornet (2013, 2014) and Jornet et al. (2016), we argue that John Dewey’s 
pragmatic philosophy, and especially his concept of transaction, makes it possible to overcome the 
dualistic tendencies of mainstream cognitivist but also of some sociocultural approaches to learning. 
Taking into consideration the many basic similarities between Vygotsky’s and Dewey’s theories of 
human experience (Roth & Jornet, 2014), and the terms of mediation and transaction (Garrison, 
2001), we believe that Dewey’s transactional perspective is a fruitful way to continue the development 
of the sociocultural approach.

Although it is important to develop a non-dualistic theory and models of learning, there are many 
questions – what we here call methodological questions – concerning how to make empirical analyses 
of the interplay between the individual and cultural dimensions possible that also need close attention. 
In order to generate detailed knowledge about how the environmental dimension influences the 
learning outcome (acquired habits), it is necessary to do in situ studies as has been done within 
sociocultural approaches. The problems that occur are connected to the individual dimension and 
here it becomes crucial to come up with answers on a number of questions such as the following: how 
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is it possible – through in situ studies – to observe and generate detailed knowledge about the 
individual dimension of learning in its interplay with the environmental dimension? And how does 
the interplay between the individual and the environmental dimension in one situation influence the 
learning in other situations?

In this paper, we thus put specific attention to the methodological challenges when it comes to 
studying learning in ongoing practice (in situ studies) and especially the above-mentioned questions. 
We we do so because we believe it can complement the above-mentioned attempts to develop the 
sociocultural approach. Our ambition is to present a methodology – a package of analytical models 
and method – that can deal with the interplay, transactionally understood, between the individual and 
the environment which also takes the question of continuity and change into consideration. By 
analytical models we here refer to models that can generate understandings and explanations of 
learning taking empirical findings as point of departure. By analytical methods we mean a systematic 
procedure to identify essential features and relationships, i.e. empirical findings (Wolcott 1994, p. 24). 
The material for the analyses – for the systematic procedure – are processed observational data, as for 
example, transcripts of classroom communication. The analytical method we present and illustrate 
here – practical epistemology analyses (PEA) – is built upon a first-person perspective on language use, 
and not on learning. This means that the analytical result (the empirical findings) do not say anything 
about learning, but only about meaning making in encounters with the world. It is only when the 
results of the analyses are inserted into a learning model that we can draw conclusions of interest to 
learning theory/research. The models that we present concerns the trajectory of learning, the content 
of learning, the continuity and change in the learning process respectively the influence and interplay 
between the individual and environmental dimension. The advantage of this package, as we see it, is 
that it facilitates a theoretical as well as a systematic and empirically grounded production of knowl-
edge that is plead for by scholars.

PEA is based on Dewey’s and Wittgenstein’s first-person perspective on language, which contrasts 
with the third-person perspective used in cognitivist studies, and it is designed for handling the 
methodological questions in focus here. Some of the models presented here are based on Dewey’s 
concept of habit (“habitual action-in-environment”) and we believe that this concept is a crucial 
component in building a suitable methodology.

The presented methodology mainly draws on research conducted within the research environment 
SMED (Studies of Meaning-making in Educational Discourses) over the last 15 years. The research has 
been carried out in various educational settings, with different age groups and different forms of 
meaning-making (epistemological, moral, esthetic and practical).

Transactional models of learning

Although the challenges we are addressing are methodological in character, the work of coming up 
with an analytical methodology requires philosophical and theoretical clarifications. This section 
therefore starts with an exploration of some basic aspects of Dewey’s work on action as transaction 
and meaning making in transaction followed by a presentation of four models that constitute one part 
of the transactional methodology package. This section follows by a presentation of the second part of 
the package, namely the analytical method. The whole package is empirically illustrated in the 
subsequent section.

Action as transaction

Dewey’s theory of action is highly influenced by Darwin, in the sense that everything in the world is 
evolving and is in the process of constant change due to organisms’ adaptations to their environ-
ment (see, Dewey, 1909/1983). This means that “nature is viewed as consisting of events rather than 
substances” (Dewey, 1929/1958/1958, xi). In this evolving universe, the fundamental aspect of life is 
action: “the organism, is always active; that it acts by its very constitution, and hence needs no 
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external promise of reward or threat of evil to induce it to act” (Dewey, 1932/1985, p. 289). The 
activity of organisms can be understood in terms of their functional coordination with their 
environment (see, Garrison, 2001). This coordinative process consists of an active phase – 
doing – and a passive phase – undergoing the consequences of action. The relation between actions 
and consequences is not causal and linear in a mechanistic sense, but rather reciprocal. Dewey holds 
that responses from the environment are not the start of action, but that they change the direction of 
the action that is already taking place (Dewey, 1932/1985). Actions change the environment and 
a shift of activity is a response to changing conditions in the environment. The functional dynamic 
coordination is a continuous back-and-forth process in which organisms continuously readjust their 
actions to a constantly changing environment.1 This is Dewey’s general model for functional 
coordination and is valid for all living organisms. However, when it comes to human beings, we 
also have to add changes in actions that are induced by new ambitions, purposes and ends in view of 
the acting individual.

In their influential work, Knowing and the Known, Dewey and Bentley refer to this way of under-
standing the reciprocal relationship, created in action, between the individual and the environment as 
transaction (Dewey & Bentley, 1949/1991, pp. 101–102). In introducing this perspective, Dewey and 
Bentley’s intention was not to create a new ontology but rather a methodology for investigating action. 
This relational perspective implies that the activities of an individual can never be fully understood in 
isolation, because they are situated within and constituted by the environment. Dewey therefore speaks 
about “organism-in-environment-as-a-whole” (Dewey & Bentley, 1949/1991). The acting individual, 
fellow beings, other organisms, things and phenomena in the environment are not approached as 
isolated and autonomous, but rather as interdependent and mutual. It is important to notice that the 
human is here seen as being in relation to the environment already from birth. In this way, Dewey and 
Bentley set the transactional perspective in contrast to the mechanistic, inter-actional perspective 
where things are described in terms of linear and causal interconnections between the subject and the 
environment as independent, already known, entities that inter-act (see, Roth & Jornet, 2013).

What makes Dewey’s transactional perspective particularly useful for in situ studies is that it takes 
radical account of the fact that the only way to acquire information about human beings is through 
their actions. The transactional methodology takes as point of departure the way we live through 
events in real life and uses what we could call a first-person perspective on interaction and language 
use (see further below). Consequently, in transactional investigations, the focus is on the encounters 
between human beings and their environment that occur in an activity, and what becomes the 
consequences of these encounters in terms of acquired habits. The process of encountering is 
described in terms of the relations between the participants that arise in the events and the functions 
of these relations.

Meaning making in transaction

Meaning making is a crucial part of human life. Generally speaking, in a transactional perspective, 
meaning emerges as a consequence of individuals’ coordinative actions, although the reason for the 
individual to make this coordination can be a change in the environment (physical or cultural). The 
perspective is in this sense a non-anthropocentric perspective. Dewey illustrates this way of approach-
ing the interplay with a trade (Dewey & Bentley, 1949/1991, p. 242). It is in and because of the 
transaction that one participant becomes a seller and the other a buyer. It is also in the nature of the 
transaction that the things bought and sold become goods, as well as all the other parts becoming what 
they are in accordance with how they participate in the process and the changes they undergo. It is in 
the transactional process that humans and their environment obtain their meaning. In this way, 
meaning is not treated as something that exists within things themselves, or in the minds of human 
beings, but as indissolubly connected to the relations that are created in and by action – meaning is 
literally something we do. Thus, meanings are practical in the sense that we use them as a means to an 
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end; when used for a purpose something acquires meaning. In other words, meaning emerges in the 
process of doing and undergoing the consequences of action. As a consequence, meaning “is not 
indeed a psychic existence; it is primarily a property of behavior” (Dewey, 1929/1958/1958, p. 179).

Although we do not have space to elaborate on it in depth here, it is important to recognize that the 
pragmatist perspective on meaning and language usage is a bodily perspective (see further Andersson 
et al., 2018). Both James (1912/1976), in coining the term pure experience, and Dewey, who uses the 
term anoetic experience (Dewey, 1929/1958/1958), have suggested that all our knowledge, concepts 
and so on have their origin in bodily feelings. The anoetic experiences, which is a result of transactions 
with the environment (physical and cultural), becomes sedimented in the meanings that result from 
our reflections on them. This means that meaning is relational and embodied (felt). James and Dewey’s 
claim about the bodily origins of our meanings has been taken further by scholars like Mark Johnson 
(2007), who states that even: “Our most abstract concepts (such as cause, necessity, freedom, and God) 
have no meaning without some connection to felt experience” (p. 93). Similarly, Roth and Jornet 
(2014) hold that: “experience includes an affective coloring that cannot be separated out from its 
practical and intellectual colorings” (p. 116).

Meaning is grounded in anoetic experience, in the immediate qualities of organic activities and 
receptivities. However, “meanings do not come into existence without language, and language implies 
two selves involved in a conjoint or shared undertaking” (Dewey, 1929/1958/1958, pp. 298–299). In 
the use of language, that is, in communication and reflection (communication with ourselves), the 
anoetic experiences are transformed (see, Andersson et al., 2018) and previously acquired and created 
meanings will be refined, changed and elaborated (Dewey, 1929/1958/1958, p. 166).

When communicating meaning, individuals coordinate their activities by making something in com-
mon. Meaning making is therefore to be perceived as a fundamentally social process (see, Garrison, 1995).

Habits and the trajectory of learning model

For decades, there has been a shift in learning research from cognitivist approaches where learning and 
knowing have been described in terms of structures and processes of an inner mind to a set of 
approaches that collectively can be named “situated cognition” emphasizing “the dynamic coupling 
between intelligent subject and its environment” (Roth & Jornet, 2013, p. 464). As cognition has strong 
connection to the individual mind, we believe that a fruitful way to continue this shift would be to get 
rid of the concept of “cognition” all together and replace it with the concept of “habit” as the unit of 
learning. The strength of the concept of habit is that it helps us to avoid the dualistic trap by placing 
learning and knowing in the sphere of action rather than in the mind: “The scientific man and the 
philosopher like the carpenter, the physician and politician know with their habits, not with their 
‘consciousness.’ The latter is eventual, not a source” (Dewey 1922/2002, p. 182–183). Knowing can be 
understood as our responses to certain situations through specific habits, which include language 
games: specific ways of using language and body in relation to specific activities and life forms 
(Wittgenstein, 1953/1997). And learning can be understood as transforming and/or creating new 
habits, where habits are perceived predispositions to act and respond in a certain way in a specific 
situation. According to Dewey, habits permeate existence:

All habits are demands for certain kinds of activity; and they constitute the self. In any intelligible sense of the 
word will, they are will. They form our effective desires and they furnish us with our working capacities. They rule 
our thoughts, determining which shall appear and be strong and which shall pass from light into obscurity. (MW 
14:21)

Learning can thus be described in terms of (trans)actions and meaning making resulting in a more 
developed and specific repertoire for coordinating activities and the environment. This development 
and specification can be described as the learner increases in complexity (Semetsky, 2008, p. 86) and 
the repertoire of actions can be described as acquired habits.
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We mainly start to think when our habitual ways of acting are disturbed, i.e. situations when the 
habits no longer give an automatic response to a change in the environment or a wish, need etc., and 
we are caught up in a problem and need to create a new way of coordinating with the environment in 
an activity. The disturbance awakens us from our non-reflectivity to the extent that we need to re- 
think and re-body. Some of these disturbances can be handled within the habit that was disturbed, but 
some disturbances force us into what Dewey (1938/1986) calls inquiry. In Figure 1, below, the 
theoretical model of learning trajectory (LT-model) is illustrated. The LT-model has been developed 
by Östman et al. (2019, p. 131) and demonstrates that a problematic situation occurs when a habitual 
way of corresponding with the environment is disturbed (Dewey, 1938/1986). Many different kinds of 
disturbances can create distinct and problematic situations: practical, intellectual, moral etc. (see, 
Östman et al., 2019, pp. 132–134). The result of a disturbance can be a consolidated or a transformed 
habit, or even the start of a new habit. According to the LT-model, a learning trajectory generally starts 
by individuals sensing a problem that makes them unable to move forward in their activity. They 
might find a way of solving the problem by using their own repertoire of habits. In other times they 
may need to start an inquiry, to reflect and discuss with peers and formulate ideas and plans for solving 
the problem. During this process, the problem itself becomes clearer and individuals start to define the 
problem. In this phase they might need to search for new information and ask others for advice. 
Finally, they will need to apply the result of their work to the problematic situation in order to verify 
their solution.

A model for what is learned when acquired a habit

In order to describe what is involved in learning a habit, we use the model of Situated Epistemic 
Relations (SER; Andersson et al., 2018; Andersson & Östman, 2015; Shilling, 2017). SER takes its 
departure in the idea that any educational activity is situated in specific circumstances – social, 
technical, material etc. – and that the educational activities promote certain perceptions and activities 
and exclude others. By perceptions, we here mean an attention to certain objects and the relations 
between objects. In an educational event all other possible objects and relations between objects should 
be ignored. Dewey (1938/1997) calls environment the objects and the relations between the objects that 
we do things with in order to achieve something. He distinguishes the environment from the totality of 
objects within reach in the activity, which he calls the surrounding. In terms of SER, the learning of 
a habit involves developing specific intellectual and bodily capabilities to create an environment and 
doing things with this environment in order to achieve certain ends. Doing could be any learning 
activity in a school context. In Table 1, below, we describe the two capabilities that are involved in 
learning a language game, a habit: staging a relevant environment and coordinating the staged 

Figure 1. The figure illustrates a model of learning trajectory (LT-model), where x stands for consolidation of the habit, y for 
transformation of the habit and z the start of a new habit.
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environment (see further Andersson et al., 2018, Ch. 3). Both of these capabilities involve making 
judgments. It is the judgments that make the privileging (Wertsch, 1998) possible: making specific 
staging and coordination actions, and not other ones that could be possible. A judgment cannot be 
made without involving values of some kind. Altogether, it means that knowledge, skills, values and 
feelings are involved in learning these capabilities (see further Andersson et al., 2018).

It might be worth to mention here that the concepts of environment and coordination on the one 
hand and the concept of situation on the other are interlinked (Cole, 1996, pp. 131–132). Dewey (1938/ 
1997) explains:

The conceptions of situation and of interaction are inseparable from each other. An experience is always what it is 
because of a transaction taking place between an individual and what, at the time, constitutes his environment, 
whether the latter consists of persons with whom he is talking about some topic or event, the subject talked about 
being also part of the situation; or the toys with which he is playing; the book he is reading (in which his 
environing conditions at the time may be England or ancient Greece or an imaginary region); or the materials of 
an experiment he is performing. The environment, in other words, is whatever conditions interact with personal 
needs, desires, purposes, and capacities to create the experience which is had. Even when a person builds a castle 
in the air he is interacting with the objects which he constructs in fancy. (pp. 43-44)

A transactional model of continuity and change in learning

A central issue in educational methodological discussions is the question of the relation between 
consecutive learning situations or between past and new experiences – often referred to as the 
questions of transfer. This means that unit of analysis, in learning studies in addition to the learner 
and the environment, needs to involve the aspect of time (Jornet et al., 2016).

The time aspect is also central in the concise and powerful analysis of education that Dewey 
makes in Experience & Education (Dewey, 1938/1997) and is a crucial aspect of a transactional 
perspective (Altman & Rogoff, 1987). There, Dewey formulates what he calls the principle of 
continuity, or the experiential continuum: “The principle of continuity means that every experience 
both takes up something from those which have undergone before and modifies in some way the 
quality of those which come after” (Dewey, 1938/1997, p. 35). Dewey also maintains that, having 
undergone an experience, we enter into new experiences as “a somewhat different person.” 
Experiences affect our habits, not as fixed ways of doing things, but as “basic sensitivities and 
ways of meeting and responding to all the conditions which we meet in the living” (p. 35). This 
means that continuity is always accompanied by change and change is always accompanied by 
continuity (see, also Pepper, 1948/1970, pp. 232–233). Let us elaborate a bit further on this 
transactional perspective on continuity and change.

Rogoff (1995) draws attention to how the sequential conception of time in dualistic 
approaches makes it difficult to explain how previous experiences participate in meaning making 
in new situations. Part of the problem of the mysterious bridging of separated time segments is 
the method of investigations used and the reasons behind them. In order to investigate learning 
from a dualistic perspective, which treats past experiences as fixed memory packages in the 
mind, it is argued that we need to know what kind of experiences people have had before they 
are exposed to a particular situation. We then have to determine the significance of these 
experiences and relate this to the results of meaning making. In other words, comparable initial 
and terminal meanings need to be created. Dewey and Bentley (1949/1991) highlight a problem 

Table 1. The table provides a summary of the SER-model in terms of the abilities that are involved when learning a habit (an 
embodied language game).

The intellectual and bodily ability to:

(a) stage a relevant environment out of the surrounding, i.e. the ability to put relevant objects (physical, biological and cultural) 
and relations between them in focus for the activity.

(a) coordinate the staged environment in relation to a purpose in order to achieve an expected outcome.
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here, namely, that the entire process presupposes that we can find out about an individual’s 
experience without him or her being exposed to any kind of interaction, i.e. as though the 
individual was in a frozen state or was a single autonomous atom. So how does the transactional 
model on continuity and change solve this problem?

In a transactional model, the relation between consecutive learning situations is investigated 
in terms of continuity and change, which are understood as two simultaneous and mutual 
aspects of a learning event (Wickman & Östman, 2002a, 2002b; Öhman & Östman, 2007). In 
a learning practice, the continuity aspect is understood as the acquired habits that the 
individual re-actualizes in order to make meanings in a new situation. In a particular educa-
tional event, prior experiences can, for example, appear when individuals respond to 
a situation, assess it, and connect their assessments to future actions. Consequently, when 
meanings are made, earlier experiences can be seen as being included as part of the event, in 
action, in the specific situation. Since every situation and every encounter are unique, the recall 
of the experiences in a situation therefore includes a change: the recall is a re-actualization. 
Thus, the change aspect is understood in the way the individual relates the recalled experiences 
to what is encountered in the current educational practice. A central point of the transactional 
perspective is that not only the individual changes in the process of transition but also the 
environment: “Every experience influences in some degree the objective conditions under 
which further experiences are had” (Dewey, 1938/1997, p. 37). In the formation of relations 
in encounters, an individual’s previous experiences take on a different or extended meaning. 
Individual continuity and change are thus two sides of the same coin, and this mutuality is 
established when individuals coordinate their actions with the environment (see, Figure 2). In 
other words: in a transactional perspective the time is an internal aspect of learning rather 
than external as in interactional perspectives where “the analytical focus often traces the 
person-in-setting at different points in time, whereas the process of transition itself is not 
problematized” (Jornet et al., 2016, p. 297).

The transactional understanding of continuity and change implies that prior experiences do 
not appear as fixed memory units belonging to the past, but as something that comes into 
existence when they are re-actualized and related to the circumstances of a present event. Any 
new situation is more or less different from previous situations and actions and experiences 
also change the very conditions of subsequent learning situations. Therefore, the individual’s 
experiences, habits and meanings continuously change as they become part of or make new 
encounters and create relations in these encounters. However, it is difficult to predict exactly 
which experiences individuals will recall, how they will relate these experiences to the new 
learning situation and what meanings they will make. Therefore, in transactional studies, the 
interplay between continuity and change in individuals’ meaning making is explored in 
relation to specific events.

Figure 2. Transactional model of continuity and change in learning (TMCC), where in transactions between the individual and the 
world a re-actualization of earlier acquired habits occur. In the re-actualization the world contribute with change and the habit offers 
continuity.
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A transactional model on the influence of the individual and the environmental on the content 
learned

Like Lave (1996), we could say that learning is not an issue for learning research: it happens all the 
time. The mission is rather to understand why certain learning, rather than other learning, takes place 
in an activity. Therefore, any learning theory needs to take into account both how an individual’s 
earlier intellectual and bodily experiences (knowledge, skills, values, emotions etc.) and habits influ-
ence the learning outcome, and how the environment influences the individual’s learning. With 
environment we include social interactions, the physical/material surroundings and the cultural/ 
institutional settings.

If we take the starting point in the transactional model of continuity and change described above, it 
becomes obvious that the influence of the individual and the environmental dimensions of the 
learning outcome cannot be dealt with in isolation. Rather, these dimensions must be seen as 
interplaying (bi-directional), and it is the specific interplay that influences what the learning outcome 
will be. In a transactional perspective, the interplay is seen as reciprocal and simultaneous as well as 
part of an environing activity (see, Sameroff, 2009, Ch. 1; Clancey, 2011, p. 254). The reciprocal and 
simultaneous interplay was above illustrated by Dewey’s example of a trade, but is perhaps even better 
explained by Cole and Scribner (1978) in their description of Vygotsky’s work in the foreword of Mind 
in Society:

It is important to keep in mind that Vygotsky was not a stimulus-response learning theorist and did not intend his 
idea of mediated behavior to be thought of in this context. What he did intend to convey by this notion was that in 
higher forms of human behavior, the individual actively modifies the stimulus situation as a part of the process of 
responding to it: it was the entire structure of this activity which produced the behavior that Vygotsky attempted 
to denote by the term ‘mediating.’ (pp. 13-14)

This reciprocal relation between the individual and the situation is also emphasized by 
Wertsch (1994), who suggests that sociocultural research should be based on the term 
mediated action as “humans play an active role in using and transforming cultural tools and 
their associated meaning systems” (p. 204). Thus, in encounters in an activity the individual 
and the environment assume meaning simultaneously (in the same event) and the influence on 
the meaning created is reciprocal. Through the emphasis on contemporaneousness and mutual, 
reciprocal influence, the perspective of transaction has distinct similarities with Vygotsky’s 
term mediation, at least if one takes the interpretation of Cole and Scribner and Wertsch 
seriously.

In Figure 3 the transactional model of influence (TM-influence) is described. In the model, 
the simultaneous and reciprocal influence is marked by the term event, because it is in an 
event that this type of influence occurs. In the model there is also an environing influence. We 
have borrowed the term environing from Dewey (1922/1988), who uses it to point to the fact 
that an environment is made in action. Thus, an event creates an environment that might be 
attended to in a subsequent event. In the example of a trade, it could be the case that after 
receiving the goods the buyer asks if there exists any discount if one buys many items instead 
of one. Thus, the former event becomes the environment for the start of a new event, thereby 
creating a continuity between the events (see, Figure 2).

The analytical method in the transactional methodology

In the following we first present a crucial methodological challenge and how we have tackled it 
followed by a description of the analytical method of Practical epistemology analyses (PEA). The 
whole transactional methodology package of models and method is empirically illustrated in the 
subsequent section.
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A methodological challenge: making the invisible visible through a first person perspective on 
language

There is one crucial methodological problem that needs to be solved if one wants to develop as 
transactional methodology, and the problem is connected to the transactional models of continuity 
and change respectively influence: how is it possible through in situ studies to create knowledge 
about the individual dimension in the bi-directional interplay. As an important part of the transac-
tional methodology, we here present a first-person perspective on language use, which dissolves the 
problem of observing the interplay in ongoing practice. This perspective on language forms the basis 
for the analytical method that is presented in the last part of the article and used in the empirical 
example.

In relation to research focusing on the individual dimension of influence (cognitive research), 
this clarification first of all concerns the question of what is observable in action (Stenlund, 2000). In 
cognitive approaches, the mental is perceived as being separated from the outer world and language 
as something that is possible to separate from humans and their activities. In this perspective, 
language is regarded as an object – an external instrument – used for connecting meanings 
(concepts, ideas) with reality (referents, things). In this way, language, the meanings and the 
environment are described as being located in different realms and having an external relation to 
each other. Analyses carried out in connection with this view thus tend to treat language as an entity 
that is detached both from the people who are doing the acting and the environment in which they 
are acting. We can call this a third-person perspective on language – a perspective taken from 
a theoretical position that is distanced from the act of communication. This perspective makes it 
very difficult (and in our view impossible) to analyze the transactional relationship (Figure 2) 
through studies of action, which is necessary to do in order to get detailed knowledge on the 
influence of the environmental dimension on the learning outcome.

The solution to the problem, we claim, is to use a first-person perspective on language. Dewey and 
Wittgenstein both offer a first-person perspective. We do not have the space for elaborating on the 
differences and similarities between them, but we have elaborated on it in other work (see for 
example, Andersson et al., 2018). Dewey formulates the first-person perspective in the follow-
ing way:

It will treat the talking and talking-products or effects of man (the namings, thinkings, arguings, reasonings, etc.) 
as the men themselves in action, not as some third type of entity to be inserted between the men and the things 
they deal with. (Dewey & Bentley, 1949/1991, p. 11)

Figure 3. Illustrating the transactional model of influence (TM-influence), where E stands for environment and I for the individual. 
The vertical arrows indicate the reciprocal and simultaneous influence that happens in an event, i.e. transaction(s) between the 
individual and the environment. The diagonal arrows show the environing process that can occur between events, where the first 
event has changed the conditions – the environment and the individual – for the next event.
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As pointed out in this quotation, language is not treated as a mere addition to humans and their 
environment, but as an aspect of human actions: language and things connected with language 
(talking, thinking etc.) are synonymous with man in action. What is called “mind” is accordingly 
something that emerges in the use of language: “Through speech a person dramatically identifies 
himself with potential acts and deeds // Thus mind emerges” (Dewey, 1929/1958/1958, p. 170). The 
transactional perspective can thus be seen as an alternative to mentalistic investigations in the sense of 
seeking explanations for people’s actions in the human “mind”:

The living, behaving, knowing organism is present. To add a “mind” to him is to try to double him up. It is 
double-talk; and double talk doubles no facts. (Dewey & Bentley, 1949/1991, p. 124)

This way of treating language should not be perceived as a theoretical construction, but rather as an 
observation of how language functions in our daily practices (Dewey & Bentley, 1949/1991, p. 11).

As Cavell (1999) has argued, when we learn a language we do not only learn words. Simultaneously, 
we also learn about the world, people’s experiences, values etc. That is to say, we learn a social practice.

Accordingly, the connection between language (words, expressions etc.), meaning and environ-
ment (objects) is not to be found in theory, but in practice. When we have learned these connections, 
the meanings of the words used in a certain situation are already obvious. Therefore, in most cases, in 
our communications with our fellow humans we do not doubt or hesitate about what they know, 
believe, want etc., since doing this would make many of our ordinary ways of living together 
impossible. If we do hesitate, we often ask for clarification.

The main methodological point of this first-person perspective is that what is regarded as hidden 
and unobservable in a third person perspective on language is “visible” (present) in a user perspec-
tive. Thus, by using a first-person perspective on language, the inner-outer dualism tends to 
disappear and the re-actualization of earlier experiences that humans make can therefore be said 
to be, in most cases, observable in the use of language and body. As a consequence, it appears to be 
possible to study human beings’ actions and acquire enough information to create knowledge about 
the individual dimension of learning and, subsequently, about the transactional processes and 
influences.

Practical epistemology analyses: an analytical method

We make a distinction between analytical models and analytical methods. The function of analytical 
models, which are built upon theories of learning, is to generate understandings and explanations of 
learning taking empirical findings as point of departure. The function of analytical methods is to 
systematically identify essential features and relationships, i.e. empirical findings, which the models 
can use for generating understandings and explanations.

In the following we will briefly present an analytical method called Practical Epistemology Analysis 
(PEA; Östman & Wickman, 2001; Wickman & Östman, 2001, 2002a, 2002b). PEA takes its departure 
in the first-person perspective on language presented above and not a learning theory (Östman & 
Wickman, 2001).2 Although PEA has often been used to analyze learning knowledge as becoming part 
of a practical epistemology (see for example Almqvist & Östman, 2006; Hamza & Wickman, 2009, 
2013; Lidar et al., 2006; Öhman & Östman, 2007; Rudsberg et al., 2013; Wickman, 2006), i.e. an 
epistemology situated within an activity (Östman & Wickman, 2014; Rorty, 1990), it has also been 
applied in studies of many other modes of meaning making, such as the practical (Andersson et al., 
2015; Klaar & Öhman, 2012), esthetical (Maivorsdotter & Quennerstedt, 2012), artistic (Andersson 
et al., 2018; Larsson & Öhman, 2018), ethical (Östman, 2010; Sund & Öhman, 2014) and political (Van 
Poeck & Östman, 2017).

As argued above, there is an indissoluble relation between an individual’s experience and the 
environment in which they participate – both the individual’s experience and the environment 
constitute each other. This constitution happens in the event, but also through the process of 
environing. But this does not prevent methodological distinctions between different dimensions of 
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the process (see, Garrison, 2001; Rogoff, 1995). Therefore, our basic empirical questions are formu-
lated as: Which specific kinds of interplay between the individual and the environmental dimensions 
are created and what are the consequences of these in terms of the content learned?

As PEA is designed to analyze meaning making as individuals’ ways of coordinating with the 
environment in an activity with a purpose, it is necessary to acquire knowledge about the purposes that 
the interlocutors themselves pursue.3 Sometimes the purpose is obvious in the participants’ talk – as 
ends-in-view (Dewey, 1938/1997) – although it can also be important to ask them about the purpose. 
In PEA, four concepts are central: “encounter,” “gap,” “relation” and “stand fast,” all of which can be 
operationalized in terms of concrete actions. The term encounter is used to describe what happens 
when individuals transact in a situation. An encounter can involve, for example, a teacher, peers, 
oneself and/or the physical world. Gaps occur in these encounters and in order to fill the gap, relations 
(connections4) have to be created between what the individuals already know and what they encoun-
ter. The gaps are often obvious, for example, when the participants hesitate, ask questions, make 
guesses etc. On other occasions the gaps are immediately filled with relations. Sometimes the 
participants are unable to fill the gaps, which means that the gap lingers. What stands fast for the 
different individuals in the situation is what they already know (the previously acquired habits) at that 
particular moment in time. The stand fast becomes present in that the students use words, gestures, 
etc., without any hesitations, questions, etc.

An empirical illustration of the methodology

In this section we will empirically illustrate the different knowledge that can be generated by using 
PEA in combination with the four models, and we have made a short summary in Table 2 for an 
overview.

We will illustrate the methodology with a short discussion between two university students. The 
following transcript, taken from Östman and Wickman (2001), is from a lesson in which the students 
are investigating the morphology of insects. They have received instructions from the teacher to study 
the insects’ antennae, mouthparts, etc. We enter the conversation when the students have observed 
a bumblebee in the stereomicroscope. The antennae of the bumblebee are gone (which happens to 
pinned insects), and they are consulting the textbook. 

Lena . . . Do they have any antennae?
Malin No, they usually do though, don’t they? In cartoon films they usually have antennae.

(They discuss other matters for a while)
Malin Okay, if you put it like this: in all cartoon films I’ve seen, then bumblebees always have antennae.
Lena Yes, they do.
Malin An artist whose picture I’ve got. In her painting the bumblebee has got antennae. And she’s one of those that make perfect 

representations.

Table 2. Example on what knowledge that can be generated by using the analytical method of PEA together with four different 
analytical models.

PEA + The trajectory model of 
learning (LT-model)

PEA +The model of situated 
epistemic relation (SER)

PEA + The transactional 
model of continuity and 

change in learning (TMCC)
PEA + The transactional model 

of influence (TM-influence)

Detailed knowledge of the 
transactions (between what 
and how) and its 
consequences, in and 
between different phases of 
the learning process: from 
a disturbance to a (re) 
created habit

Knowledge of the learning 
outcome in terms of what 
the person learn when (re) 
creating habits in the 
trajectory of learning

Knowledge of the continuity 
and change occurring in 
and between transactional 
events during the 
trajectory of learning

Knowledge of how a specific 
interplay between the 
individual and the 
environmental dimension 
affects the learning outcome
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In Table 3 we have listed the gap and the relations that are created in the specific encounter. The 
role of PEA is thus to generate empirical findings regarding lingering gaps, encounters that are staged, 
what stands fast, which relations they create, etc.

Lets start the empirical illustration by combining the result of PEA with the trajectory model of 
learning (LT-model). In the conversation the students express a gap: do all bumblebees have antennae? 
Before this expression they have encountered the bumblebee, which misses the antennae, through the 
microscope. Thus, they have experienced a disturbance that generates an intellectual problematic 
situation. They do not manage to bridge the gap immediately – the gap lingers – and therefore they 
start an inquiry. Malin starts this inquiry by re-actualizing her experience of animated films in relation 
to the bumblebee (relation A) in order to bridge the gap, and Lena agrees with her conclusion. In the 
next meaning exchange, Malin re-actualizes another experience for believing that bumblebees have 
antennae: an artist who always makes representational pictures has painted bumblebees with antennae 
(relation B). Through construing this relation, they have solved the problematic situation that was the 
start of the inquiry.

We continue the illustration with combining the findings from PEA with the transactional model of 
influence (TM-influence). What is obvious from the PEA is that, for the students, a lot of words and 
expressions stand fast, for example, bumblebee, antennae, cartoon films and paintings. In the 
conversation they create relations to whatever stands fast for them in order to bridge the lingering 
gap. They create these relations in and through transactions with the world and with their own 
experiences. Through the transactional event a relation is created, for example, between a real 
bumblebee without antennae (the environmental dimension in terms of the physical world) and 
specific prior experiences (the individual dimension): animated films where the bumblebees have 
antennae. It is of course not only the real bumblebee (the physical world) that makes up the 
environment in this case, but also the instruction of the teacher (the institutional dimensions) and 
the peer (the interpersonal dimension). The attention to the antennae is there because of the encounter 
with teacher and his/her instructions, and the transactional event occurs in the communication with 
the peer. Thus, it is the activity-specific interplay between the individual and the environmental 
dimension (the physical, the interpersonal and the institutional) that becomes visible in the encounters 
staged and the relations construed. The relations that are construed by the students can be used to 
create detailed knowledge on how the interplay includes a reciprocal and simultaneous influence. For 
example, students previous experience of bumblebees (for example, that bumblebees in cartoon films 
and in realistic paintings have antennae) acquire new meaning in the encounter with the real 
bumblebee in the specific activity – as “proofs” that bumblebees in general have antennae. At the 
same time, the real bumblebee gets a specific meaning in relation to previous experiences: as having no 
antennae.

The result of PEA, in terms of relations, in combination with the transactional model of continuity 
and change in learning (TMCC) can generate an understanding of the continuity and change occuring 
in the learning process. For example, when recalling “antennae” for the first time, they do so in relation 
to a real bumblebee resulting in a gap. The antennae get its meaning in relation to a real bumblebee 
and it is obvious that they have never done that connection before, since it creates a gap. Thus, the 
recall of antennae is a re-actualization: it becomes present in a unique relation. When analyzing 
continuity and change in learning, it is important to also recognize the environing function in 

Table 3. Gaps, relations and encounters when students investigate bumblebees.

Gaps Relations Encounters

Do all bumblebees have 
antennae?

A. Our bumblebee has no antennae – In cartoon films they always have 
antennae   

B. Artist make perfect representations – in her painting the 
bumblebee has antennae  

1. With real bumblebee 
2. Between Malin and 
Lena
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meaning making, i.e. that the re-actualization (the individual dimension) that become part of 
a relation with the environment created in one encounter can become an environment in subsequent 
encounters. For example, when Lena re-actualizes bumblebee in the formulation of the questions it 
becomes an important part of the environment in subsequent encounters between them.

We will end the empirical illustration by using the result of PEA in combination with the model of 
situated epistemic relation (SER). In terms of SER – the content of learning that can become 
a consequence of the trajectory of learning – we can say that the students managed to stage 
a relevant environment – a real bumblebee and a realistically painted bumblebee. The fictional 
bumblebee is not a relevant bumblebee in this activity. The students also manage to coordinate with 
this environment in a relevant way in order to arrive at a solution, namely making an epistemologi-
cally-based generalization about whether all bumblebees have antennae or not.5 Thereby, they bridge 
the gap that initiated the inquiry. Thus, what the students managed to do in the inquiry is to develop 
relevant SER.

Conclusion

In this article we have presented and empirically illustrated a pragmatic methodology in which the 
transactional approach is pivotal. The methodology draws on the work that many researchers have 
been engaged in for the last two decades and we hope it will inspire others. It is essential to point out 
that our ambition here is not to present a new universal theory or an ontology, but in line with Dewey 
and Bentley (Dewey & Bentley, 1949/1991, p. 152), to present a methodology for in situ investigations 
where the above mentioned ambitions are in focus.

It is also essential to point toward the fact that many of the learning phenomena that the models 
tries to capture are already handled by different sociocultural approaches in interesting ways. For 
example the work on mediation by Cole (1996) and Wertsch (1994) has been of great value for our 
work. The methodology does, of course, connect to and make use of research that have been using 
a transactional perspective, for example, Clancey (2011), Garrison (2001), Jornet et al. (2016), Rogoff 
(1995), and Shilling (2017). In our view it is the package of analytical models and analytical method 
as a whole that contributes to the development of learning research and especially how this package 
can generate knowledge that scholars within sociocultural approaches – for example, Lehman et al. 
(2004) – has been asking for. An important problem that the package tries to solve is how to create 
knowledge about the individual dimension of learning through in situ studies. We use two strategies 
in order solve this problem. The first strategy is to construe an analytical method (PEA) built upon 
a first person perspective on language, making what is often believed to be invisible in action – the 
individual dimension – to become present in transactions. By making the individual dimension 
present in transactions it becomes possible to create knowledge, through in situ studies and with the 
help of PEA, of how an activity specific interplay – a specific reciprocal relation – between the 
individual (intrapersonal) and the environmental (physical, interpersonal and institutional) dimen-
sion affect the learning outcome. This achievement also opens up opportunities to create knowledge 
on the continuity and change occurring in and between transactional events during the trajectory of 
learning

The second strategy is to build distinct models that can be helpful in the analytical work and 
that will not fall into the dualistic trap between inner and outer. We hope that by making habit 
central in the trajectory model of learning (LT-model) and in SER, the model to be used in analyses 
of the learning outcome, we have succeeded to avoid that trap (compare Cantril et al., 1949, 
p. 517).

We want to end by pointing to a general strength of the philosophical work on transaction by 
Dewey and Bentley (1949/1991), namely that they succeeded in converting “ontological dualisms into 
phases of problem-solving activity” (Ryan, 2016, p. 290) and by doing so, their, and others, philoso-
phical work on transaction has for us been an important inspiration source when trying to contribute 
to the development of the sociocultural research on learning.
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Notes

1. This notion of continuous back-and-forth process is one of the basic ideas that Dewey uses when formulating his 
philosophy of esthetics and art (see further Andersson et al., 2018).

2. When the method was created it was mainly inspired by the work of Wittgenstein and especially his way of using 
a first-person perspective on language. See, Andersson et al. (2018) for a comparison between Dewey and 
Wittgenstein regarding their approach to language.

3. It is important to notice that this methodological advice does not imply a psychological interpretation of 
intention. Instead we use the transactional approach illustrated by Wittgenstein as the following: “An intention 
is embedded in its situation, in human customs and institutions. If the technique of the game of chess did not 
exist, I could not intend to play a game of chess. In so far as I do intend the construction of a sentence in advance, 
that is made possible by the fact that I can speak the language in question” (Wittgenstein, 1953/1997, § 337).

4. Chris Shilling (2017) is, in the context of studies in body pedagogy, suggesting that the term relation might be 
changed to connection in order to not risk the interpretation that ”there exists a correspondence between the 
institutional level” which the analyses of SER is devoted to ”and the embodied experiences associated with body 
pedagogics” (p. 13, Note 1).

5. It is worth noting that biology as a discipline has long been dependent on artists skilled in making ”representa-
tional” drawings in order to make generalizations about the characteristics of species.
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