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Pedagogy, didactics and the co-regulation of learning: a
perspective from the French-language world
of educational research

Linda Allal*

Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, University of Geneva, Switzerland

Since pedagogy is a key term in the Teaching and Learning Research Pro-
gramme (TLRP) principles, it is of interest to examine the evolution of the con-
cept of pedagogy in the French-language world of education, as well as the
emergence of a new field of research called ‘didactics’. Work on situated cogni-
tion provides a framework for defining co-regulation of learning in the class-
room as resulting from the joint influence of student self-regulation and of
regulation from other sources (teachers, peers, curriculum materials, assessment
instruments, etc.). Several examples of research on this topic are mentioned. In
conclusion, it is argued that the concept of co-regulation of learning can be seen
as a way of linking the TLRP principles of scaffolding and of student engage-
ment.

Keywords: co-regulation; didactics; learning; pedagogy; scaffolding; situated
cognition

Introduction

The contribution by Mary James and Andrew Pollard appearing in this volume pre-
sents ten principles developed by the Teaching and Learning Research Programme
(TLRP) on the basis of studies carried out in schools and other education centres
throughout the UK. The authors have formulated an impressive, well-documented
synthesis of the findings acquired from over 100 research projects involving
researchers from a wide range of disciplines and practitioners working at all levels
of the educational system. The result of this endeavour is an interlocking set of
principles that are conceptually coherent and carefully formulated to reflect the evi-
dence coming from the TLRP projects. The authors provide an overview of the the-
oretical and empirical foundations of each principle and give numerous references
to publications and websites that the reader can consult in order to learn more about
the methods and findings of the studies and the thematic contributions of the forums
organised by the programme.

As requested for this collection, my comments will deal with how the review by
James and Pollard resonates with the work conducted in my own scientific commu-
nity. My reference is the French-language community of educational research and
practice, within which I have worked for over 30 years and which includes France
and the French-speaking regions of Belgium, Canada and Switzerland. I will first
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examine the concepts of pedagogy and didactics, as they have emerged and evolved
in this context, and the implications for the TLRP proposals. I will then discuss a
topic of my own research – the co-regulation of learning – and the links I see with
the TLRP principles.

Pedagogy and didactics

Pedagogy is a key term in the TLRP principles. Each principle begins with the
words ‘Effective pedagogy. . .’ and then states a requirement to be met to promote
quality and equity in student learning. James and Pollard present several arguments
for their choice of the term ‘pedagogy’, which has replaced the expression ‘teaching
and learning’ used in earlier TLRP publications. Their main argument is that peda-
gogy ‘expresses the contingent relationship between teaching and learning’ (in this
volume, 8). I can only agree that this relationship – which implies interdependency
of teaching and learning – is at the heart of educational undertakings. It must be
noted, however, that most definitions of pedagogy, including those of Simon (1981)
and Alexander (2004), quoted by James and Pollard (in this volume, 3, 8), refer to
the act of teaching and its attendant discourse without explicit mention of the pro-
cesses of learning. Put succinctly, pedagogy is generally considered to be embodied
in teachers’ actions and ideas, rather than being focused on teacher–learner transac-
tions.1 The nature of these transactions will be explored further in the second sec-
tion of my response to their work.

UK publications on education often suggest that elsewhere in Europe the concept
of pedagogy is well established and well accepted. While this may be true in some
countries, its presence has in fact become quite marginal in most of the French-
speaking world. An essay on Pédagogie by my colleague Hameline (1998) traces
the evolution of the concept from its origins in scholarly reflections (Montaigne,
Rousseau, etc.) on the purposes and principles of education to its institutionalisation
in the Normal schools (teacher training institutes) of the late nineteenth century as a
form of moral philosophy aimed at uplifting and guiding teachers in their work with
children. Pedagogical doctrines, formulated by Pestalozzi, Decroly, Montessori, Frei-
net and others, were characterised by principles formulated at a high level of general-
ity, as well as by a strong focus on practical details of educational method. In the
early twentieth century, prominent figures in the emerging social sciences attempted
to redefine the foundations and orientations of pedagogy. The sociologist Durkheim
(1911) proposed to consider pedagogy as a ‘practical theory’ situated in an interme-
diate zone between art and science, like medical and political theories. Claparède
(1912), founder of the J.-J. Rousseau Institute in Geneva, argued that pedagogy
could acquire legitimacy only by rigorous scientific grounding in psychology. This
position, shared by many researchers and leaders in education, inaugurated the devel-
opment of a new field – psychopédagogie – which became a mainstay of teacher
training in Belgium, France, Quebec and Switzerland. Although it sought to apply
empirical findings from developmental and educational psychology, psycho-peda-
gogy retained a general level of prescriptive discourse similar to that of pedagogy.

Subsequent disregard of pédagogie and of psychopédagogie, which accelerated
towards the end of the 1970s, can be explained by several factors (Hameline 1998;
Hofstetter 2010). One of the most important is the development of Sciences de l’édu-
cation as an autonomous field of research that draws on insights from a multiplicity
of disciplines (psychology, sociology, history, linguistics, economics. . .), but cannot
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be reduced to the application of any one or even several of these disciplines. In the
Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences that grew out of the J.-J. Rousseau
Institute in Geneva, the term pedagogy has nearly disappeared (in the 2010–2011
bachelor and master programmes, it appears in only two course titles2). There
remains, however, a highly articulate spokesman for pedagogy in France, Philippe
Meirieu, professor at the University of Lyon 2, whose website (www.meirieu.com)
provides substantial documentation on the history of pedagogy, its conceptual, moral
and pragmatic foundations, and the debates it continues to inspire.

The decline of pedagogy has been hastened, in the French-language world of
education, by the emergence, in the late 1970s, of discipline-based didactics (didac-
tiques des disciplines) focused on the subject-matters of teaching: language, mathe-
matics, science, etc. (for summaries in English by two prominent didacticians, see
Caillot 2007; Chevallard 2007). This development is alluded to by James and Pol-
lard (in this volume, 19) in their discussion of the didactic transposition of aca-
demic disciplinary knowledge into school-subject knowledge. From the beginning,
the developers of didactics (most of whom were specialists in academic disciplines)
took a highly critical stance with respect to pedagogy, considering it to be an anti-
quated, overly general discourse that could provide no useful guidance for the
teaching of specific subjects. The researchers in didactics have developed a coher-
ent, well-integrated set of concepts. Starting with the definition of the didactical sys-
tem as a triadic relation between teacher, student and knowledge, they have
analysed the didactic transposition of knowledge and the embodiment of knowledge
in classroom situations. Studies of the dynamics of interactions between teachers
and learners have also come under scrutiny in work on the functioning (and the
breakdowns) of the ‘didactic contract’, defined as a set of mutual and largely impli-
cit expectations between teacher and students with respect to an object of knowl-
edge. More recent work includes the conceptualisation of bodies of knowledge as
‘praxeologies’ that contain both a form of practice (types of tasks and correspond-
ing techniques) and a discourse or theory about the practice in question, its aims,
its rationale, its effectiveness (Chevallard 2007).

Despite the important differences between pedagogy and didactics, as developed
in the French-language world of education, they share, I believe, one common fea-
ture. Empirical research on the processes of learning, and especially on learning
outcomes, is rarely the focus of their investigations. Writings on pedagogy often
refer to theories or conceptions of learning illustrated by selected observations, but
they contain few in-depth analyses of the learning outcomes attained by students in
ordinary classrooms. Research in didactics has stronger empirical grounding in the
observation of classroom activities, but student learning is analysed primarily
through vignettes and prototypical excerpts of classroom talk, sometimes through
qualitative analyses of a few individuals’ progression, while leaving unanswered the
question: what did each student learn in the situation or series of situations that
were observed?

Returning to the choice by James and Pollard to frame the TLRP principles in
terms of effective ‘pedagogy’, I would like to express two concerns stemming from
my experience in the French-language world of education. Use of the term
pedagogy will probably not facilitate the dissemination of the TLRP work in educa-
tional circles in Belgium, France, Quebec and Switzerland, given the long and
complex history of this concept and its present disparaged status. The choice of
pedagogy may, however, be appropriate for communication with practitioners and
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policy-makers in the UK where the term is not encumbered by past usage and may
be more easily accepted with the meaning that the TLRP principles seek to pro-
mote. A second concern is more fundamental. Because pedagogy, in its traditional
and contemporary definitions, is more directly focused on teaching (its practice and
its discourse) than on learning, there is the risk that what was long the hallmark of
English-language research – careful empirical analysis of learning processes and
outcomes – may be downplayed and possibly neglected. It would be a loss if class-
room research in the UK, or elsewhere, no longer sought, in a systematic way, to
answer to the question: what did each student learn in the situations and activities
under investigation? The fact that it is often difficult and sometimes even impossi-
ble to answer this question does not diminish its importance at a theoretical and a
practical level. My own preference would thus be to retain the more cumbersome
expression ‘teaching and learning’ when formulating principles for goals, activities
and practices in educational settings. I think this might improve the chances of
keeping the contingent relationship between teaching and learning clearly in view.

Co-regulation of learning

The expression ‘co-regulation of learning’ refers to the joint influence of student
self-regulation and of regulation from other sources (teachers, peers, curriculum
materials, assessment instruments, etc.) on student learning (Allal 2007). One could
also define it as: processes of learning and of teaching that produce learning. The
focus is thus on learning as the outcome of education and teaching is subsumed
within the ‘co’ of ‘co-regulation’ (an approach which may not of course satisfy pro-
ponents of pedagogy and didactics who are interested chiefly in teaching). I will
attempt to describe the emergence of this concept in French-language publications
and its possible links with the TLRP principles.3

The regulation4 of learning has long been an important topic in French-language
publications in psychology and education. In his theory of cognitive development,
Piaget (1975) defined the processes of regulation that explain how equilibration
works and thereby allows the transformation of cognitive structures and the adapta-
tion of behaviour in interaction with the environment. This focus on internal pro-
cesses of self-regulation has continued to characterise contemporary research
dealing with metacognitive and motivational dimensions of regulation. In contrast,
researchers using concepts developed by Vygotsky (1978) have been concerned pri-
marily with the regulation of learning that results from the interactive guidance pro-
vided by a tutor or teacher and from the use of tools that mediate the processes of
learning. For example, in the didactics of French language instruction developed by
Dolz and Schneuwly (1996), different text genres are considered to be tools – in
the Vygotskian sense – for organising and regulating students’ progression in oral
and written text production. French-language research on assessment, and particu-
larly on formative assessment (Allal 2010; Allal & Mottier Lopez 2005), has been
influenced by both the Piagetian and Vygotskian conceptions of regulation. Consid-
erable attention has been given to the ways in which various forms of self-assess-
ment can activate the processes of metacognitive regulation (goal setting,
monitoring, interpretation of feedback, adaptation of goal-directed behaviour), as
well as to the regulations fostered by interactive assessment (e.g. student–teacher
conferences) and by assessment tools (e.g. rubrics for peer and self-assessment,
guidelines for constructing a portfolio) used in the classroom.
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The perspective of situated cognition, particularly as elaborated by Cobb,
Gravenmeijer, Yackel, McClain, and Whiteneck (1997), provides a framework for
understanding the relations between active individual construction of knowledge
and social processes of enculturation within a teaching/learning community. This
framework offers a basis for postulating a reflexive relationship between student
self-regulation and the regulations linked to various aspects of the teaching/learning
context: namely, the structure of the learning activities, the transactions between stu-
dents and the teacher, the exchanges among students, the tools embedded in the
activities (Allal 2007). A reflexive relationship implies that processes of self-regula-
tion govern students’ engagement (or lack of engagement) with the affordances
present in the teaching/learning context and that these affordances, in turn, support
and constrain (or sometimes fail to support and constrain) students’ self-regulation.
Put more simply: it is postulated that the progression of student learning results
from a process of co-regulation that entails interdependency between self-regulation
and socially mediated forms of regulation.5

In order to study the co-regulation of student learning in the classroom, the most
obvious situations are those involving one-to-one or small-group interactions in
which the behaviour of each actor (student, teacher) is directly contingent on that of
the other(s). But what about collective lessons, in which the teacher interacts with an
entire class? Since this remains the most widespread format of teaching, it is impor-
tant to understand how co-regulation may or may not occur when the teacher inter-
acts with a large group of students. In many whole-class lessons that consist largely
in teacher talk and actions, student self-regulation is at best quite passive and may
be directed to other activities (daydreaming, disturbing one’s neighbour without
being caught, etc.) than to subject-matter learning. However, when students are
actively involved in whole-class lessons that entail dialogue with the teacher and
with other students about an object of knowledge, it is possible to identify processes
of co-regulation conducive to learning. I will briefly mention two examples of stud-
ies conducted in primary school classrooms in Geneva. The first example concerns a
study of whole-class discussions taking place before a text-writing task in three fifth-
grade classes (Allal, Mottier Lopez, Lehraus, & Forget 2005). Our observations
showed that the way in which students participated in a series of teacher-led activi-
ties, which included brainstorming about text content, elaboration of a writing guide,
discussion of what it means to revise a text, had a significant effect on the texts they
subsequently produced and on their text revisions. The final texts reflected both the
means of regulation constructed collectively (e.g. goals specified in the writing
guide) and the students’ self-regulation (e.g. students’ interpretation of a goal or pri-
ority given to a goal when revising his or her text). The second example comes from
a year-long study of mathematics problem solving in two third-grade classes (Mottier
Lopez & Allal 2007). On the basis of a detailed analysis of whole-class discussions
and of students’ worksheets, it was possible to trace the ways in which both the tea-
cher and the students contributed to the construction of the ‘taken-as-shared mean-
ing’ of norms (e.g. what is an ‘effective’ problem-solving procedure) and the
subsequent appropriation of these norms in work carried out by students in small
groups or individually. Both of these studies showed that although the teacher’s ped-
agogical and didactical choices about how to organise and direct the lessons are cru-
cial, the actual content produced – expressed orally, written on the blackboard,
incorporated in documents – depends to a large extent on the students’ contributions.
Researchers in didactics use the term ‘knowledge text’ (texte du savoir) to refer to
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the subject-matter content embodied in what is said and done in the classroom and
which constitutes the enacted curriculum of classroom learning. Our findings suggest
that the meaning given to subject-matter knowledge results from and, in a cyclical
manner, further propels the co-regulation of learning.

What are the implications of the concept of co-regulation and how can it be
related to the TLRP principles? I do not see co-regulation as an extra principle to
be added on to the TLRP list. Rather I would consider it as an underlying concept
that can link together several TLRP principles. In particular, I see it as a way of
linking Principle 4: ‘Effective pedagogy requires learning to be scaffolded’ and
Principle 6: ‘Effective pedagogy promotes the active engagement of the learner’.
The presentation of Principle 4 tends to suggest that scaffolding is something teach-
ers ‘provide’ to support and regulate learning, rather than something that is con-
structed through teachers’ transactions with learners. In the classical article by
Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976), as in Vygotsky’s writings about the zone of proxi-
mal development, scaffolding is a process that is elaborated on the basis of what
the learner’s does and says (given his or her current developmental level) rather
than a pre-existing support structure that an expert prepares, introduces and later
withdraws. The elaboration of scaffolding cannot take place, in this perspective,
without the active engagement of the learner (Principle 6). Active engagement relies
on self-regulation that has both metacognitive and motivational dimensions (as
described, for example, in the dual-processing model of self-regulation proposed by
Boekaerts (1996)). Although enhanced self-regulation can be seen as the end prod-
uct of scaffolding, in the sense that externally supported forms of regulation are
progressively internalised, the learner’s initial level of self-regulation is what allows
him or her to enter into the activity of scaffolding. In summary, we can consider
scaffolding and learner engagement as two interdependent faces of the process of
co-regulation of learning.

A concluding perspective

The TLRP principles are designed to orient the actions and decisions of teachers
and policy-makers. As such, they specify what teachers and policy-makers can do
to promote student learning. It would be useful, however, to formulate a second
inventory composed of concepts, grounded in theory and in empirical research, that
constitute links between the TLRP principles. Co-regulation of learning would be,
in my view, one such concept. Other key concepts present in James and Pollard’s
contribution include: alignment (of teaching, learning, curriculum, assessment), lear-
ner and teacher agency, construction of individual and social identities. An enlarged
framework for teaching and learning would thus be composed of two dimensions:
action-oriented principles and concepts that form conceptual strands linking the
principles.

Notes
1. I use the word ‘transaction’ to include direct face-to-face interactions between students

and teachers, as well as more indirect forms of communication (e.g. marks and
comments written by teachers on student work) and exchanges mediated by materials in
the classroom (e.g. a system of folders students use to file finished work and access new
assignments).
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2. The two courses with the word ‘pedagogy’ in the title deal with particular contexts: spec-
ialised pedagogy for children with learning difficulties and pedagogies in countries of the
southern hemisphere, such as Paulo Freire’s ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’. The term ‘ped-
agogical’ appears in several other course titles (in expressions such as pedagogical prac-
tices, pedagogical uses of technology, pedagogical interventions), but this corresponds to
a very small fraction of the course offering.

3. Space does not permit examination of the analogous concept of ‘co-regulation of teach-
ing’, which would refer to the joint influence of teacher self-regulation and of regulation
from other sources (students, curriculum materials, professional development activities,
educational policies, etc.) on teacher learning as an outcome.

4. The word ‘regulation’ in English has two meanings: it can refer to an authoritative set of
rules to be followed, or to the action of adjusting the functioning of a system on the
basis of information provided by the monitoring of its output. The use of ‘régulation’ in
the French psychological and educational literature refers to the second meaning; the
word ‘règlement’ is used for the first meaning. As a consequence, régulation has a
dynamic connotation in French, whereas in English the idea of imposed ‘rules and regu-
lations’ is often the first meaning that comes to mind. The literature in English on self-
regulated learning is, however, congruent with the French use of the word regulation.

5. An excellent article by Volet, Vauras, and Salonen (2009) reviews several different uses
of the term ‘co-regulation (or coregulation)’. These authors tend to equate co-regulation
with socially mediated forms of regulation and propose a conceptual perspective that
integrates self- and co-regulation. In contrast, my use of the term co-regulation refers to
the interdependent relations between self- and socially mediated regulation.
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