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A recent IHPST newsletter (September 2008) highlighted an article by Peter Slezak published in the Journal of Cognitive Science (2007): Is Cognitive Science Relevant to Teaching? The article (from a 2001 IHPST presentation) argues that “Piagetian research, social constructivism, radical constructivism, model-based reasoning, cognitive load theory and cognitive neuroscience” are in fact, irrelevant to teaching.

The reasons given for this conclusion include the observations that (1) many authors promise relevance but don’t actually deliver any specific recommendations for teaching; (2) many authors “dress up” platitudes about teaching and learning in specialized, esoteric jargon; (3) in places where cognitive science may hold promise of being relevant to teaching (e.g., cognitive load theory), enough isn’t known about the complexities of cognition to sort out the practical implications; and (4) ultimately, the relationship between cognitive science and teaching is not helpfully causal.
This paper aims to realign the conversation by critically considering the long-standing practice of treating cognitive psychology as foundational to professional teaching and exposing the shortcomings of the basic science/applied science metaphor at play. While I am sympathetic to Slezak’s conclusion that cognitive science is largely irrelevant to teaching, my conclusions are drawn from a very different standpoint. While observations (1) and (2) may be true of specific articles in the literature, they do not in principle establish irrelevance. From the perspective taken in this paper – of Wittgenstein’s antifoundationalist philosophy and Ryle’s focused treatment of the relationship of science to everyday life – observations (3) and (4) may be seen as contradictory. 
