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1. Introduction

Within the general theme of the present con-
gress “social representations and the social
bases of knowledge”, we will concentrate on
some aspects of the relationship between inter-
personal communication and knowledge. We
make the hypothesis that interpersonal rela-
tionships are very important both for the trans-
mission of knowledge and the display of com-
petence. In previous research (Perret-Cler-
mont, 1980; Schubauer-Leoni, 1986a; Perret-
Clermont & Schubauer-Leoni, 1989), we have
had the opportunity to pay special attention to
different modalities of social interactions and
to their impact on cognitive development. We
have also considered their impact on the apti-
tude to perform on psychological tests, and on
the acquisition of elementary mathematical
skills.

Obviously, the transmission of knowledge
requires communication. Shared cognition can
be accomplished only if both partners have
common tools to display their cognition to
each other. The common construction of un-
derstanding requires that, at some point, each
partner makes the same assumptions about
what is to be understood and the type of un-
derstanding that is to be developed.

In the case of the teaching situation, these
processes are mysterious. Indeed, teaching re-
quires from a “non-knower” that he comes to
understand what the knower (in this case the
teacher) is trying to say. By definition, there is
something that he doesn’t know yet. How can
he then understand what the teacher refers to,
if it is something he doesn’t know? Of course
the teacher accomodates his discourse in order
to ensure the pupil grasps it. This accomoda-
tion often distorts the object of knowledge that
the teacher is trying to transmit (Perret-Cler-
mont et al., 1981). How is it possible, then, for

the learner to really acquire the knowledge
that he is meant to learn and not only a social
representation of this knowledge?

When a psychologist wants to test the sub-
ject’s competence, classically, he presents to
him a test which is hoped to be “culture free”
or even “school free” so as not to test mem-
orized information but more complex cogni-
tive functionings. It is difficult to imagine how
a subject could understand in this case too, the
tester’s questions if they were completely cul-
ture free. If the one being tested (testee) wants
to try to respond as adequately as possible to
this test, he will certainly have to engage in
some reflective activity in order to identify the
meaning of the question and the expected pos-
sible answers (Light, 1986; Light & Perret-
Clermont, 1989). This identification process
relies on a series of cues whose meanings will
be inferred from previous experience in similar
settings. This means that the testee will refer to
his previous cultural and social experience,
particularly in the school situation, to decide
how to behave (Elbers, 1986). Hence, the sit-
uvation is not “culture free” and the tester is not
only approaching the cognitive functioning of
the subject, but also his capacity of generating
answers as a function of his treatment of pre-
vious socio-cultural experience (Schubauer-
Leoni et al., 1989).

Child psychologists have often considered
that if a subject does not understand the other’s
discourse, it is simply because he is incom-
petent (e.g. because he lacks the prerequisite
operative structures). This can be the case in-
deed, but it is not the only possible cause of
failure. Communication might be failing be-
tween the adult and a competent child because
they don’t have the same frames of reference;
they refer to different experiences; the mean-
ing of the situation is different for one or the
other; or, they are not involved in it for the
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