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Smart Communities 
• Two years from May 2011 
• A community action project with the main 

objective of energy consumption reduction 
(in homes and in school) 

• Close relationship between interrelated 
theory and practice (action research) 
Practice theory 
Social theories of learning 
Social norm theory 
Community action theory 
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Theories of social 
learning 

Knowledge 

Energy 
literacy 



Ethereal energy 

• Not visible 
• Not material 
• Not an end (merely a means) 
• Not generally known or understood 
• Not generally salient 
• Not there 

 
• Understood in different ways to 

energy ‘experts’ 
See ‘Folk Quantification of Energy’, by Kempton and Montgomery (1982) 



Energy literacy 

• Objective: to increase the ‘energy literacy’ of 
the community 

• Energy literacy means understanding 
– Where, when, how and how much 

• energy one is consuming 
• less energy one could be using 

– The energy consumption of others (norms)  

• Encompassing 
– One’s own ways of doing things and the material 

objects that one uses 
– Other people’s ways of doing things and the material 

objects that they use (norms) 

• But also how to find out about these things 
– Sources of information  
– Who to speak to 
– Ways of experimenting and discovering 



Energy literacy as a form of metis 

• We conceive energy literacy as: experiential, 
informal, practical and skills-based, 
contextualised (local), tacit, flexible, shared 
knowledge 

• And, sometimes also empirical and technical 
knowledge   

• A form of metis, know-how, savoir faire 
 

On metis, see James Scott (1998) Seeing like a state, chapter 9: Thin Simplifications and Practical Knowledge: Metis  
The term know-how  is often used within practice theory, see a range of materials by Elizabeth Shove or Theodore Schatzki 
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Social theories of learning 

• Similarly, we frame our interventions in terms of social 
theories of learning that emphasise: experience, 
context, informality, practical skills, shared learning 
and learning from peers 
 

• Constructivist approaches, in general (experience, 
active, context) 

• Communities of practice (shared) (Lave and Wenger) 
• Discovery learning (enquiry-based, active) (Bruner) 
• Problem-based learning (problem-based, active, collaborative) 

(Barrows) 
• Situated learning (context, active) (Lave) 
• Social learning theory (peers) (Bandura) 
 

See: http://www.learning-theories.com/, and Committee on Developments in the Science of Learning (2000)  How People Learn, Chapter 1, 
https://download.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=9853.  
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Energy monitoring and feedback 

• Made routine and habitual within the school 
• Employed in learning across curriculum 

and in energy consumption management 
– Weekly monitoring sessions for all classes 
– Incentives and targets for consumption reduction 
– Energy Detectives Team; Energy Cup 

• Made routine and habitual in households  
– Weekly, incentivised manual recording of 

household energy consumption on website 
– Comparative energy consumption feedback 

(employing social norm theory and practice) 
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Energy 
experiments 

• Encourage members to 
use monitors to facilitate 
learning about energy 
consumption of household 
appliances and energy 
consumption issues (e.g. 
vampire consumption) 

• Paper- and web-based 
• Data is used in later 

communications 



Online members’ forum 
• Encourages learning, and discussion and reflection on learning 



Tips 
• Tips provide a more 

cognitive form of 
learning 

• Tips appear on Tips 
page on website and as 
Tip of the week in 
weekly emails 



Learning about what 
other people do 

• Encourage members to share, consider,   
discuss, reflect upon the rules and 
meanings of household practices, and 
changes in these 

– At home via Energy Experiments 
– At workshops (World Cafe style)  
– Via messages in emails 
– On the website Forum 

• These activities open up ‘possibility 
spaces’ for future reassessment and 
change in rules and meanings  

• Drama workshops for the school children 
creatively encourage reflection on the 
meanings of energy 



Norms 

• At workshops, members decide on 10-
15 low energy ways of doing things for 
adoption by the whole community. 

• These will appear on the website. 
• Members will record their own pledges 

and progress 
– We pledge to try this  [ ] 
– We have tried this  [ ] 
– We’re getting there  [ ] 
– This is now what we do [ ] 

• Members will see 
– Their own pledges and progress 
– The progress of the community as a 

whole 
– (Social norm theory and approach) 

 



Thank you! 
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