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Coordination of Two Knowledge Systems:
A Case Study

This paper explores the ways in which employees in a manufacturing plant understand the
relationship between the processes of production and a computer-based inventory and
production control system (MRPIl). More specifically, this paper examines the conceptual
relationships that develop within individuals and how these conceptions are shaped by the
activities associated with a given job. Although our study concerns the integration of two specific
knowledge systems in adults, it should be understood that the problem of domain sharing
knowledge systems is a core problem in the analysis of developmental and educational change.
A number of theoretical perspectives and research findings (Piaget, 1963; Vygotsky, 1978; Scribner
1985b; Campbell, Brown & Di Belio, 1991) suggest that the acquisition of knowledge is not a simple
"accretion” of new items and "deletion” of old ones. Rather, the learning process seems best
described as one in which knowledge comes to be reorganized according to what an individuc;ﬂ
needs to accomplish.

The data to be discussed were origi_nqlly collected as part of a larger study concerned with
the relative roles of schoolbased and work-place leaming in the acquisition of knowledge
required for effective job perfformance. We conducted cross-sectional and longitudinal studies of
employees in two manufacturing plants which had recently introduced a new computer-based
inventory and production control system (MRPII) (Scribner, Sachs, Di Bello, & Kindred, 1991).

This paper focuses on workers in four different occupational roles from one of our target
plants, Our data were analyzed to examine the way these workers concep?uoliﬁe the relationship
between the processes of production (which are often known in a pragmafic way) and an
idedlized version of the processes as they are represented in the MRPIl system.

The theoretical perspective that best fits the sort of knowledge acquisition that we are
studying is activity theory. Briefly stated, activity theory is a contextualist approach to cognition
with important differences from other theories of "cognition in context." First, it holds culturally

organized human activities as primary contexts for learning and cognition. Second, the theory





























































































































































































