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Conversations for Reflection:

Augmenting Transitions and Transformations
in Expertise

Mark Aakhus

Department of Communication Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey

Abstract: The challenge of augmenting transitions and transformations through
technological design is addressed here by putting forward a8 model of Conversations
for Reflection. This model helps deal with the practical problem of helping people
develop their professional expertise. The model specifics procedural conditions that
support the complex communicative activity of publicly testing private assumptions,
surfacing dilemmas, and publicly discussing sensitive issues, This is illustrated by
showing how the model informs two interventions that sugment the development
of expertise. The model follews from the theory of reflective practice, current
understanding of sccounting behavior in interaction, and the insights and recent
developments in theory and research on the Langusge Action Perspective. The
model, its rationale, and use illustrate an approach to understanding knowledge
B3 B PIOcess,

Author Mote: This chapter is based on an earlier version presented at the [th
Anniversary International Wnrking Conference on The Language-Action Perspective
on Communivation Modeling held in Kirna, Lapland, Sweden June 1820, 2005 and
appeared in the Proceedings of that conference odited by Garan Goldkuhl, Mikael
Lind, and Sandra Haraldson.

1 Introduction

A common workplace issue involves the development of an individual's
competence to perform their work—that is, how is it that doetors, mechanies,
lawyers, engineers, system designers, pharmacists, sales representatives,
mnrketers, legislators, teachers, lbrarfans, journalists, plombers and so on
becomes good at what they do? This is a pressing issue in the early stapes of a
person’s career as she or he transitions from novies to expert practitioner, The
issue does not go away as people are expeeted to bocome more effeetive at what
they do. Furthermore, people are often ehallenged to transform the expertise
they have developed in solving one elass of problems so that it can he used
to address another class of problems. While people routinely manage these
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transitions and transformations in their expertise, it is no small matter for
them, the organizations in which they work, or for those who use their services
or products. The development of an individual’s competence at performing
their work raises a practical question with interesting theoretical implications
for understanding knowledze processes: How can the trapsformations and
transitions in expertise be augmented and otherwise supported through
technological design?

The guestion at hand draws out some important matters about the
relaticmship among knowledge, technology, and social interaetion. The
guestion downplays knowledge as an informational product acquired and
managed through information secking behavior. The question instead exposes
knowledge as a proeess embedded in the meaning engagement practices of
people (e.g,, Mokros & Aakhus, 2002), An implication is that transformations
and transitions in expertise might best be charseterized by the eultivation
of judgment not simply the acquisition of information. Knowledge s thus
bound up in the practices of interaction and arsmmentation (e.g., Goldman,
1996: Toulmin, 1972) where people work our the truths, commitments,
perspectives, and identities centeal to their work. Moreover, the question at
hand downplays information technology as a syntactic web of interconnected
information resources or even as a semantic web of informalion resourees
aligned through ontologies and rules. The question nstead suggests that
information technology be understood as 4 pragmalic web for angmenting
hunan meaning negotiation (de Moor, 2005; Schoop de Moor, & Diete. 2006).
Indeed, information technologics might be best understood as procedures
for shaping and disciplining the interaction and argumentation constitutive
of how individuals and communities develop expertise and competence.
What information technology presupposes about interaction in its design is
consequential for meaning engagement practice (see Ankhus & Jackson, 2006),

Any answer to the guestion st hand must engage with what the guestion
opens up in terms of conventional beliefs about knowledge and technology, 11 s
worth noting that this chapter will not use the conventional starting points for
discussing knowledge and technology {(e.g., tacit vs. explicit, information vs.
knowledge, or information retrieval and storage). The point in doing this is to
highlight conceptualization and discussion of knowledge processes. The answer
to the question at hand in this chapter i answered by putting forward a
model —the Conversation for Reflection —for designing (and assessing) means
to augment transformations and transitions in expertise. 1t is an attempt to
be a demonstration of conceptualizing knowledge processes rather than just
talking about what knowledge processes might be,

The Conversation for Reflection (CR) treats expertise and the knowledze
that constitutes that expertise as the artful competence of handling complex-
ity, instability, and value-conflict when people engage in handling problematic
sitnations.' The CR brings together insights from Schin's theory of reflective

! This definition is borrowed from Schén (1983)
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practice (Schon, 1983) and the Language Action Perspective on Communica-
tlon Modeling (Winograd & Flores, 1986; see also the April 2006 special lssue
of the Communications of the ACM on LAP) to address the angmentation
of transitions and transformations in expertise. First, the basics of Schin's
theory of the reflective practitioner and the method of reflective inguiry are
introduced to frame an approach for developing expertise in work praetice.
Second, elements of LAP are imtroduced to overcome gaps in the theory of re-
Heetive practice and to lay the groundwork for a preliminary model of reflective
inguiry, the CIR, Third, the CiR is explained. Finally, two implementations
based on the CIR modeled are briefly deseribed. This chapter then illustrates
an approach to understanding knowledge as o process.

2 Professional Practice and Reflective Inguiry

2.1 Schén’s Concern About Professional Knowledge

Sehin (1953) outlines o theory of how professionals think n action thar
addresses a problem he fnds in the eonventional, technocratie concep-
tuslization of professional practice. In the technoeratic view, professional
dedision-making is understood to be a bureancratic exercise where pro-
essionals resolve choices by searching for the appropriate rule within an
established body of technieal knowledge and then corvectly applying it to
the situation at hand. The professional’s expertise i8 characterized by his
or her ahbility to possess and apply an established body of knowledge.
Professional practice applies but does not develop the basic knowledge for
practice—there is 4 sharp divide between theory and practice,

Schin, in contrast, theorizes that professional practics is fandamentally
a design process in which professionals work to turn given situstions into
preferred situations. From the perspective of design, professional practice
involves a series of moves leading to the creation of an action, object, or
plan that resolves. manages, or transforms the problematic aspects of a
given sitnation. Professional practice is not bureaucratic rule application
so much as it B s dialectical process of problem-framing and problem-
solving based on the practitioner’s personal theory of practice; Schin gives
several examples to illustrate this from the work of planners, architects, and
therapists. In so doing. he shows that professional expertise not only entails
technical knowledpe but alse judgment—ihat is, the artful competence of
handling complexity, instability, and valueconflict when engaging people and
problematic situations. Theory and practice blend together.

Schin'’s concern is with the way that the traditional, technocratic view
of professional expertise and action undermines the capacity for professionals
to understand what they do and thus their effectiveness in doing it, The key
to professional practice, then, lies in the ability of professionals 1o reflect-in-
practice, which is reflecting while doing, and to reflect-on-practice, which iz
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reflecting after the doing. Schin's name for the opportunities for professionals
to engage in reflection to lmprove their theory of practice s reflective fngquiry.
The triggering events for reflective inguiry are the dilemmas, disagreements,
and conflicts professionals experience in taking action, This ineludes the
dilemmas internal to a practitioner's nnderstanding of the world, interpersonal
conflict, and disagreement with professional and organizational norms of
behavior. lmproving one's practice involves not only resolving and managing
dilemmas, disagreements, and conflict but in refining the babits of thought
and action used in interpreting and pursuing resolution and repair of the
inevitable hitches, glitches, and breakdowns in work and professional action.
Reflective inguiry embraces the iden that human development ig achieved in
learning how to participate in different kinds of human activities.

2.2 A First Step Toward Modeling Reflective Conversations

With Schin’s concern in mind, it is possible to further specify what is to be
avgmented and supported o addressing how professional practitioners become
good at what they do, The answer being developed here, and that is implicit
in the theory of the reflective practitioner, is that over time practitioners
become good at the types of interactions in which they engage (at least some
do). Practitioners get better at deploving their technical knowledge because
they figure out how to participate in work-—that is, the artful competence
of handling complexity, instability and value-conflict when engazing people
and problematie situations. This is due in part to repeated performance
and in part to their ability to reflect-in and reflect-on their performances in
work-based interactions. Learning to participate in professional practice and
organizational life is not simply a problem of knowledge but of communicative
skill and reasoning about commupication and interaction. Participation in
professional practice is thus the object of reflection and the object of design
is to augment and support that reflection on praciice. This requires further
specification,

Schon’s theary of reflective practice was pathbreaking in the way it
comeeptualized the communieative, interactional basis of decision-making,
knowledge, and learning in professional practice, An important practical
challenge for those concerned with angmenting transfornsations and transition
in expertise, lies in ecreating institutions that support reflection and
interactional spaces condueive to “the public testing of private assumptions,
the surfacing of dilemmas, and the public diseassion of sensitive issues” needed
for practitioners to improve their theories of practice (Schon, 1983, p. 328).
Schon provides only the broadest outline for the type of interaction central
to reflective inguiry. Here is where the Language Action Perspective (LAP)
on communication modeling can help by (1) enabling further specification
of both the object of reflection {e.g., professional action) and the object of
design {e.g., reflection oo action) and by (2) providing preliminary models for
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