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Identity as a product
of knowledge building:
the role of mediated dialogue

M. Beatrice Ligorio*, University of Bari, Italy

Abstract

One of the most intriguing ideas proposed by socio-constructivism is to replace
the concept of learning with that of knowledge building. This concept implies
a strong social dimension made possible through dialogue. Many software and
internet environments support and expand — both in terms of quantity and of
quality — the space of dialogue. In this paper it is contended that while building
knowledge the «builder», the Self is also built. Therefore the quality of dialog-
ical practices and activities is important for understanding how the Self devel-
ops. Analysis of online practices and activities can also provide interesting hints
as to the more general process through which identity is built.

Keywords: learning; socio-constructivism; knowledge building; school

Introduction

Socio-constructivism is today a widely accepted framework within edu-
cational psychology. What makes this approach so interesting is the idea

* Correspondence address: M. Beatrice Ligorio, Department of Psycho-
logy, University of Bari, Palazzo Ateneo, via Crisanzio 1, 70100 Bari, Italy. E-mail:
bealigorio@hotmail.com



that reality is not objectively «there», pre-defined and well-organized.
Rather, reality is subjectively and collaboratively built. To be more pre-
cise, the impression is given that it does not really matter if an objective
reality is «there». Even if we could conceive to some extent of a real ob-
jectivity we, as human beings, do not access it. Humans are such cultur-
al creatures that they are unavoidably immersed in a sense making
process which makes it impossible to map objective reality. Objectivity
is not within our affordance. Any time we try to deal with the world
around us, we find ourselves — often without acknowledging it — in-
volved in interpretations, negotiations, building new and sometimes un-
expected connections between information, drawing inferences, seeking
insight, and anticipating events. This theoretical orientation was organ-
ized by Vygotsky (1978) into a model of artifact-mediated and object-

oriented action, represented as the well-known mediational triangle
(Fig. 1).

Figure 1. The Subject-Tool-Outcome Triangle

Medjiational Means (Tools)
(machines, writing, speaking, gesture, architecture, music, etc)

Subject (s) Object/Motive --> Outcome (s)
(individual, dyad, group)

By looking at the triangle, we see that the actions of human beings
are always mediated. Being humans means — metaphorically — to be pro-
vided with «embodied glasses» (the mediational tools) that prevent us
from having a direct relationship with the world. When adopted in ed-
ucation, this process is called knowledge building.



Learning as Knowledge Building

The most powerful idea socio-constructivism has conveyed about educa-
tion is the replacement of the concept of learning with that of knowledge
building (KB). The most influential authors about this concept are Mar-
lene Scardamalia and Carl Bereiter (2003). They describe KB as a process
made possible within a community of learners (Brown & Campione,
1990); therefore KB implies a social process, whose occurrence is impos-
sible if individuals are considered in isolation. This is a crucial point: learn-
ing should not be considered as an internal process that results in changes
of beliefs, attitudes, or skills; KB is instead seen as creating or modifying
public knowledge. A final outcome of a KB process is knowledge «in the
world», available to be worked on and used by other people. What mat-
ters is that the current understanding of individuals within a group ad-
vances and that it goes beyond their initial knowledge level.

Scardamalia (2002) defines KB as a form of deep constructivisimn that
involves making a collective inquiry into a specific topic, and coming to
a deeper understanding through interactive questioning, dialogue, and
the continuing improvement of ideas. Discussion, argumentation and di-
alogue are considered to be privileged strategies designed to sustain
learning as a higher psychological function. Scardamalia is not alone in
stressing the relevance of dialogical interaction in school. Discourse and
argumentation strategies in schools have often been studied in order to
highlight patterns of knowledge acquisition and construction (Alexan-
der, 2004; Pontecorvo & Sterponi, 2002) as well as ways to participate
and shape contexts (Hicks, 1996; Wertsch, 1991). Analyzing classroom
talk is not only a way to know what students think but is also a way to
shape what they think. It is also by analysing dialogical interaction that
educational psychologists can observe the trajectory of participation of a
learner around specific practices and contexts (Bruner, 1996; Wenger,
1998). The relevance of dialogue will be foregrounded later in this paper.

Identity within socio-constructivism

For Vygotsky (1978) first, and cultural socio-constructivist psychologists
later (Bruner, 1990; Cole, 1996), individuals are viewed as regulated by



systems of meaning available within a social context and interactive
structures of social exchange. Therefore, the most relevant part of hu-
man beings is not what always remains the same and never changes; but
rather individuality is on the surface and on the borders, and is what al-
ways changes as a consequence of exposure to the world, to tools and
activities, to the «others» (Casati & Varzi, 1994; Markova, 2006;
Resnick, Pontecorvo, & Siljio, 1997).

Recent conceptualizations about identity, based on the socio-con-
structivist vision, move the focus from the need for confirmation and
reification of the self to the exploration of multiplicity and complexity;
from the «centre» to the «periphery»; from the idea of a coherent nu-
cleus to a colony of positioning, sometimes even conflicting and contra-
dictory (Gergen, 1991; Hermans, 2001).

The Dialogical Self theory offers a fruitful framework to investigate
the relationship between learning and identity (Ligorio, in press). With-
in this theory the Self is seen as a set of I-positioning constantly chang-
ing and in constant dialogue amongst themselves as well as with relevant
others and objects located in the landscape of a person’s mind (Bakhtin,
1981; 1986). Hermans (1996) conceptualized the Self as a perpetual and
dynamic dialogue between positions speaking through different voices.
These voices can be either internal (inner voices of the Self) or external
(voices of the others incorporated and become indistinguishable from
the inner voices). Thus connections between the various I-positioning —
internal and external — have a dialogical nature and the overall quality of
this dialogue determines how the Self is articulated. Here again the dia-
logue is at the nexus: the net of positioning is built discursively; dialogue
is the glue that keeps together the various I-positioning and, at the same
time, the scaffold around which the whole identity system takes shape.

Identity and learning

In general people learn better, deeper and more steadily in terms of what
they feel is relevant as a means to improve and advance themselves.
What we learn is used as a symbolic resource to improve and change our-
selves (Zittoun, 2006), to imagine and think about ourselves in new and
original ways (Bruner, 1996). The school mandate is no longer to help



pupils to discover and find out who they are; as the real «Self» is hidden
and only accessible in the cognitive tools school makes available. The so-
cio-constructivist view requires school to offer pupils opportunities to
develop along new trajectories which are impossible to follow without
attending school. Access to resources, such as books, computers, soft-
ware, interactions with experts, are viewed as venues which «construct»
a new person, a person who was not there before.

Learners in formal educational contexts are constantly challenged
with the idea of figuring out themselves in a future situation, where they
will finally use the knowledge being built. Students are unavoidably
compelled to think of themselves in new contexts, in different roles, in
situations they could never be without that knowledge. This implies not
only a focus on what they do with knowledge but also on who they will
be. Therefore during the knowledge building process it is not only
knowledge that is constructed; rather, also the «builder» is constructed.

In my opinion this is one of the most challenging, and yet fascinat-
ing, changes introduced by socio-constructivism: learning as a process
through which the learner’s identity is built alongside knowledge. The
KB process cannot be strictly confined to knowledge. While defining
and redefining concepts, negotiating meanings and advancing ideas we
also do something more. We build parts of who we are, who we feel outr-
selves to be, and who we can be. KB should be re-conceptualized as al-
so including the process of building the Self, and therefore the dialog-
ical dimension concerning educational contexts should also be com-
bined with the «voices» and dialogue around I-positioning. Dialogue

pertaining to the KB process now also includes dialogue about build-
ing the Self.

The role of mediated dialogue

One of the distinctive features of KB is a sense of a collective knowledge,
built by «we» and not by «I». The sense of a real group is not easy to
reach; it is not enough to put together various individuals in order to ob-
tain an organism operating as a collectivity, with common goals, shared
views, mutual commitment, and positive interdependency. There is soft-
ware able to support such aims; able to help users focus on understand-



ing rather than on just accomplishing tasks, on collaboration rather than
on controversy.

Virtual spaces and software supporting communication at a distance
play a crucial role in extending the «space of learning» (Koschmann,
1999; Wegerif, 2007) and, consequently, they provide new ways of talk-
ing about themselves and new patterns for group activities. E-mails,
chats, blogs, virtual environments, web-forums, wiki, Facebook, all sup-
port specific and peculiar narratives, ways of talking and constructing
knowledge and Self. This assumption has been exploited in a set of re-
search projects conducted using the Dialogical Self theory to analyse the
impact of mediated dialogue in different virtual environments (Her-
mans, 2004; Talamo & Ligorio, 2001). It was found that apparatus such
as nicknames, avatars, emoticons become new dialogical and symbolic
additional resources.

As a result of the potentialities of dialogue occurring through tech-
nology, I propose a substitution of the traditional label of «<computer me-
diated communication» (CMC) with «computer mediated dialogue»
(CMD). The first denomination has a long consolidated tradition with
many publications, conferences and journals specifically devoted to the
study of how communication occurs when mediated by any type of me-
dia (computers, TV, radio). CMC refers in general to the capability of
tools to support communication between users at a distance, regardless
of the affordance these tools may have in terms of supporting a con-
structive dialogue. For instance, e-mail perfectly mediates communica-
tion but hardly supports the clear development of the functions covered
by the dialogue within a KB process. Instead, in CMD environments —
for instance web-forums — threading the discussion reveals at first sight
its length and enables the visualization of starting inputs and responses.
Furthermore, contributions can often be categorized and such catego-
rization easily gives an overview of the type of dialogue occurring. Fi-
nally, CMD affords a disclosure not easily occurring via CMC.

In other words, by replacing communication with dialogue the focus
is on understanding how people talk through technology and about tech-
nology. From this point of view, technology enhancing dialogue may at-
tain the same symbolic value recognized in other narrative and dialogical
tools, such as books and movies. CMD, in fact, shares many peculiarities



with more traditional dialogical means. In both cases the outcome is a
narrative through which people talk by evoking and strategically using
many elements. For instance, other people may be brought into the sce-
nario built during the dialogue. Often speakers engage in discourse with
people not synchronically present. This happens by quoting them, by re-
calling events, by figuring out what they may think, by imagining how
they would interpret what we say or do, by anticipating their reactions.
In this way, the dialogical dimension crosses time and space. Thinking
about space, time and people, imaginary or real, is a constructive act.
Such construction is supported by materials like novels, films and televi-
sion programs, triggering the cultural canalization of human subjectivi-
ties (Diriwachter, Valsiner, & Sauck, 2005). CMD, by enlarging the space
of debate, multiplies the number and the quality of «voices» that may
come into contact, allowing a multiple and blended medium at one and
the same time, and empowering and extending the cultural capacity of
human beings to build strong nets between Self and context.

When looking into CMD, Self and context seem to concretely be
one, indistinguishable thing. For instance, when looking at the relation-
ship between the «I» and the «we», and individual participation and
sense of community, in CMD environments specific features appear and
such features are able to impact also off line KB. In the following sec-
tions I will discuss a few possible theoretical re-conceptualizations based
on results obtained by analyzing CMD experiences.

Re-thinking Identity as participation

According to Wenger (1998) identity is the outcome of participation in
community life. Participation changes personal stories and supports the
development of community. Participation, in Wenger’s theory (1998),
«refers not just to local events of engagement in certain activities with
certain people, but to a more encompassing process of being active par-
ticipants in the practices of social communities and constructing zdenti-
ties in relation to these communities» (p. 4).

Lave and Wenger (1991) consider participation in community as fol-
lowing a certain trajectory. Initially people join communities and learn
at the periphery. As they become more competent they move more to the



«centre» of the particular community. Learners progressively master the
knowledge and skills required to move toward full participation in the
socio-cultural practices of a community. «Legitimate peripheral partici-
pation» provides a way to speak about the relations between newcom-
ers and old-timers, and about activities, identities, artifacts, and com-
munities of knowledge and practice. A person’s intentions to learn are
engaged and the meaning of learning is configured through the process
of becoming a full participant in a socio-cultural practice (p. 29).

In a research I conducted (Ligorio, Annese, Spadaro, & Traetta,
2008) participation in educational web-forums was explored. We found,
in contrast with Wenger (1998), that participation is not such a linear
and unidirectional process; rather multiple participation trajectories are
possible. We were able to trace at least four trajectories, and these were
not always linear:

a) Stability: some students tend to maintain the same level of cen-
trality over time;

b) Progressive centralization: this is the linear trajectory, from the
periphery towards increasing centrality, described by Lave and Wenger
(1991);

c) Progressive decentralization: indicates an inverse linear trajecto-
ry to that above, towards an ever-diminishing centrality;

d) Non-linear stability: characterizes the trajectory of decentralisa-
tion in the middle of the discussion, before adopting a central position
at the end of the discussion; or, conversely, central position in the mid-
dle of the discussion, before decentralising.

These diverse trajectories influence the structure of the community.
In fact, those students who develop a stabilised trajectory of centrality over
time are also those around whom the community builds a referential nu-
cleus for communication exchange. This confirms that identity and com-
munity cannot be handled separately and concepts such as participation
and belonging are used only as stratagems to look into the phenomena.

Re-thinking Identity as positioning

Often, experiencing digital I-positionings may still be a novelty. The
observation of how these positionings appear and how they are includ-



ed in the identity system may also be informative of more general iden-
tity building processes — even off line. I-positionings in virtual spaces
emerge around the possibility of linking past experiences to new forms
of participation proposed by the virtual community (Ligorio & Spadaro,
2005). The construction of new I-positions aimed at personal change ap-
peared to be grounded into multiple memberships referring to various
groups, communities, and experiences users bring in during the inter-
action online. At the same time, the community is transformed on the
basis of the interactions between positions that take place simultane-
ously on multiple-levels. Therefore the distinction proposed by Her-
mans (1996) between «internal» and «external» positioning seems to be
now too simplistic. Many levels of I-positioning are in fact possible; they
range from an individual to a community dimension:

® Indiidual level: this refers to the dialogue between positionings
expressed by a single individual, as described by Hermans’s theory;

o [nterpersonal level: refers to I-positionings elicited by others.
The explicit positioning of a social actor in the interaction systematical-
ly brings up an I-positioning by his/her counterpart;

o  Community level: refers to a dialogue between all the individual
and interpersonal positionings of the subjects belonging to the commu-
nity. The various positionings elicit one another to generate a collective
identity where the individual contribution is no longer distinguishable.

Identity now has the same social nature as the KB process. By ap-
propriating the sense of a collective enterprise, the Self opens to the oth-
er and the references to «Me» and «You» are slowing transformed into
references to «We».

Re-thinking Identity as product of an Activity System

So far the role of dialogue in knowledge and identity building process-
es has been stressed. Dialogue is at the centre of school practices, I-po-
sitioning, and computer usage. Within the community of practice mod-
el (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) dialogue is also considered as
a fundamental aspect of such practices. In this way a strong connection
between dialogue and action is drawn, therefore activities are qualified
as dialogical activities. In order to fully grasp what dialogical activity



means, it is necessary to refer to cultural-historical activity theory
(CHAT). This approach represents the latest evolution of the theory ini-
tially formulated by Vygotsky, Leontiev and their collaborators in the
1920s and 1930s. One of the main points of this theory is the conceptu-
alization of the human psychological structure as determined by inten-
tional actions and by the use of tools/artifacts covering a mediational
function. In other words, who we are is strongly impacted by the inten-
tions we have and by the tools we use. The idea of a «psyche» formed
early on in the development, as Freud’s theory suggests, is overcome.
The «psyche» is no longer studied through psychoanalytic methods, but
rather it is understood by studying human actions aimed at achieving
goals. Such goals need a form of social coordination and in order to in-
clude this dimension the initial mediational triangle becomes a triangle
composed of many sub-triangles (see Fig. 2). This new conceptualizion
is called the activity system (Engestrom, 2001).

Within this approach the Self (or personality, in CHAT terminolo-
gy) has been most explicitly addressed by A. N. Leontiev (1983). At the
crux of Leontiev’s idea there is a Self originated in actual processes of

Figure 2. Representation of an Activity System

Instruments
A
Subject "< > Object :> Outcome
\
< > 4 . . . .
Rules Community Division of Labor




human activity and developed within transformations of its structures,
including prioritization among various elements of object-oriented ac-
tivity. This implies that the history and logic of the human Self is the his-
tory and logic of the functioning and development of human practical
purposeful activities.

The suggested emphasis on practical activities could appear — at a
superficial glance — in opposition to the stress on dialogue. This appar-
ent contrast is solved by a proposal that we consider the notion of /ead-
ing activity (Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004). Similarly to dialogical prac-
tices, leading activities are real-life activities that most explicitly position
individuals in terms of their meaningful contribution to ongoing social
collaborative practices in the world. Some leading activities contribute
clearly to the development of the Self; these activities are:

a) Collaborative activities, real-life practical tasks consciously per-
formed to impact and pursue changes in and about the world (includ-
ing oneself as part of the world). In this sense the Self is a tool to change
the world;

b) Collaborative activities strictly and explicitly connected to the
personal life-project, addressed at changing one’s Self. In this sense the
outcome of the action is to produce a change in the subject, which is al-
so the one performing the action; in other words the Self is now a tool
to change the Self.

These two activities share the adjective «collaborative». This stress-
es the conciliation between individual and social dimensions, and also
points out that we are talking about a genuine collaborative knowledge
building process. The Self — as knowledge — does not pertain exclusive-
ly to the individual: it is a social, collective, historical product.

The stress on collaboration also brings to the foreground the notion
of dialogue, which is now conceived as the place where: a) genuinely
constructive and practical material processes take place; b) subjectivity
and Self as the emergent reality of social practice appear reciprocally
connected. Individual (agentive) and social dimensions of the Self are re-
unified on the basis of a dialogical activity meant to support collabora-
tion and, furthermore, to ground the activity in a socio-cultural, histor-
ical discourse.



Closing remarks

From the re-thinking sections we can outline the following points:

a) positions and trajectory of participations are complex, non-lin-
ear, and influenced by contexts;

b) Self is both the promoter and the agent of complex, leading ac-
tivities;

c) dialogue and action are indistinguishable;

d) the social and individual dimensions are inseparable because
they are grounded in a socio-cultural discourse (the quality of the dia-
logue also depends on the cultural and historical context);

e) and finally the Self is the ultimate outcome of a genuine and
deep KB process.

Based on these closing remarks it can be contended that a new rep-
resentation of the Self is needed. The triangle proposed by the Activity
System should become a cone because Outcome and Subject are close-
ly referring to each other. The pursued Outcome is a new Subject, or at
least new parts of it, obtained through dialogical, collaborative and prac-
tical knowledge building processes. To represent such a Self a three-di-
mensional, dynamic and multilevel, multidirectional figure should be
designed.
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