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The knowledge curriculum
· learning with context

Developers of IT curricula should be more aware of how students learn and put this knowledge into practice when designing their learning activities. At this stage many training institutions focus on IT skills mastery. This is often provided in the form of generic, all-purpose courses that are presented without alteration to a wide variety of clients. Top training institutions provide that training in the context of the workplace of a specific client. Why does this make them top training institutes? Could the same training programs be effectively presented in schools?

What enhances learning?

A study of learning theories and brain theory will show, amongst others, several common threads emerging:

· Students look for connections with what they are learning and real-life experience

· Students learn best when they are actively involved

· Each student learns at a different pace and in a different context

· Each student has different needs and interests, and needs to pursue them at different times and in different ways

· Students respond to authentic, challenging tasks

All curriculum designers should implement these basic lessons. 

What context is authentic?

Clearly, context is not enough in itself. A typical context for database training could be a simulation of the needs of a travel agent. However, students at high school are not travel agents. Whereas training in the context of a travel agency is better than just learning Microsoft™ Access skills without context, it would be better to research and find the real-life contexts where high school students would typically need to use a relational database. School administration would be authentic for school managers, but not for students. Curriculum designers need to research their client’s needs to establish what authentic contexts would be for the client. If the client is a secondary school student it is possible that the client may not have an authentic context for a relational database. In this case one would have to question why it should be in the curriculum.

Just-in-time learning enhances the context

The best time to learn a skill is exactly when one most needs to learn a skill. The need could not be more authentic than that. In informal adult learning programs this can be affected quite easily. The adult defines a need or interest and is pointed to the most appropriate tools and starts learning, supported by a facilitator. In secondary school contexts this is less possible because students are scheduled to visit the IT room on a certain day and at a certain time. The contexts will therefore not always exactly suit the needs of the students, but could suit the interests. If we know what the interests and typical IT use contexts of students are, we will be able to design contexts that could suit a large range of students. The just-in-time principle would come into affect when students choose a context that most suit their needs and interests. This would certainly be an enhancement on the just-in-case scenario, where students learn a complete set of IT skills for which they have no immediate use or interest.
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