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NEW KNOWLEDGE FROM OLD – HOW RESEARCHING  PRACTICE COULD ADD ANOTHER DIMENSION TO THE ACADEMIC CURRICULUM

The central argument of this paper is that workbased learning can and should lead to the recognition of new domains of knowledge which can and should inform and maybe change the old  and more traditional subjects currently being taught  in a University’s Business School. I seek to make the case for viewing the school as a ‘context’ within which the business man/woman can enter and check out and get accredited the ‘theory’ that underpins their practice (based on critical action research); while at the same time the academic (whether student or tutor) is encouraged to check out in practice the sustainability of the theory that emerges from their academic research. 

This paper is in three parts.  Part 1 briefly reviews some of the discourse in the literature over the last twenty years regarding knowledge in the workplace and its relationship to ‘the academy’.  Part 2 then draws on my own experience over the last few years working with professionals in industry on post-graduate and doctorate work based learning programmes with respect to ‘new’ knowledge they have generated. Part 3 concludes with a model of the ‘academy’ as a kind of central processing unit where ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ are valued equally and where the University can return to its original status as a ‘guild’ or ‘corporation’ (Barnett 2000)
Part 1  The literature

In  the mid nineties two publications laid down arguments that transformed the way we think about knowledge.   Gibbons and his colleagues (1994) proposed two modes of knowledge production based on the need to rethink ‘knowledge’ for changing times:
‘Knowledge can no longer be regarded as discrete and coherent, its production defined by clear rules and governed by settled routines. Instead it has become a mixture of theory and practice, abstraction and aggregation, ideas and data. The boundaries between the intellectual world and its environment have become blurred’ (Gibbons et al 1994:81)

What they called Mode 1 knowledge was synonymous with the ‘clear rules’ of the academic community which saw itself the repository of ‘valid’ knowledge which had been rigorously tested according to approved methods of ‘scientific inquiry’. In contrast, Mode 2 knowledge reflects the growth of  ‘socially distributed knowledge’ produced  and disseminated in and between organisations and professional communities of practice. Gibbons et al helped us recognise that for knowledge to be ‘legitimate’ it didn’t have to be validated by a University. Although, as we hope to demonstrate, the University still does have a key role in the ‘validation’ process – but this may not be  ‘validation’ as we traditionally know it.
Gibbons et al were taking forward ideas proposed a decade earlier by Lyotard who too questioned the value of knowledge in a ‘post-modern’ society where

knowledge is  not just valued for its own sake but  for what  it can be used for, ie its ‘performativity’ value ( Lyotard 1984). Before we look at where these arguments sit now we need to acknowledge the other publication in  the mid-nineties which had a significant impact on our views of knowledge and heralded the so-called ‘knowledge society’
In 1995 Nonaka and Takeuchi published The Knowledge Creating Company. This brought to public attention the notion of ‘tacit’ knowledge which was first articulated by a social philosopher, Michael Polanyi  almost  40 years earlier (Polanyi 1958). Polanyi maintains that all knowledge (including so-called objective facts of science) involve a personal and subjective component – tacit knowledge but for this knowledge to be realised and shared, it has to be made explicit. Nonaka and Takeuchi suggest that companies can make such knowledge explicit by a process of socialisation, externalisation, combination and internalisation (SECI).
Once knowledge is made explicit it can be communicated and, so  the literature would have us believe, managed. Ironically, knowledge that is by definition Mode 2 produced  has also become Mode 1 in that it has become the subject of many journals and is a discipline in its own right. At Middlesex we are in the process of validating a post-graduate qualification in ‘Knowledge Management’ . We explore this paradox later and see where it might take us.
After the publication of Nonaka and Takeuchi ‘s work many large companies created appointment of ‘Knowledge Officers’ with responsibility for what has come to be known as an organisation’s ‘intellectual capital’.  (Stewart  1997; Davenport & Prusak 1998)  Intellectual capital can be sub-divided into
· Human capital : Knowledge existing in individuals’ heads

· Structural capital: Knowledge embedded in a company’s systems

· Social capital : knowledge uniquely shared by a social group

The first two kinds of capital were what Knowledge Officers were supposed to capture in some  way. This was a  mainstream view of knowledge which Stacey sums up as follows:
‘the view is that knowledge must be extracted from individuals and preserved for the organization in the form of practices, routines and codes of one kind or another in which organizational knowledge is said to be stored.  (Stacey 2001: 42)
The underpinning assumption is that knowledge exists somewhere out there as a ‘thing’ to be captured, what McElroy calls ‘the supply side of Knowledge Management’ (McElroy 2003) . The same assumption underpins Mode 1 knowledge. But with a  growing awareness of the complexity of organisations (Stacey 2001) in the last few years there has been a shift towards a new generation of knowledge management in which ‘..we grow beyond managing knowledge as a thing to also managing knowledge as a flow. To do this we will need to focus more on context and narrative, than on content’ (Snowden 2002)
A ‘social constructionist’ view (sense making by individuals and sharing of stories) has taken over from the Cartesian view of knowledge locked in individuals’ heads (Critten 2007 ) In this world ‘knowledge is embedded in the ordinary everyday conversations between people’ (Stacey 2001:36). In such a context  ‘ knowledge is not an ‘”it” but a process of action ‘ which, picking up where Habermas left  off  (Habermas 1987), Stacey calls ‘communicative interaction’ 
Picking up the same theme Wenger’s promotion of ‘communities of practice’  also promotes the idea of “knowing” as a matter of … action, engagement in the real world’ (Wenger 1998). Out of the active participation  and engagement with others, he suggests, we arrive at our identity through a process of ‘negotiated meaning’. 
So a debate which started off locating knowledge within organizations (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995) has moved to a discourse which locates it in ‘communities of practice’ which. Wenger maintains ‘are the locus of “real work” ‘ Savage puts forward a similar notion in his view of ‘work as dialogue’  (Savage 1996). To be fair to Nonaka he has also moved in this direction  with his reference to the Japanese concept ‘ba’ which ‘is here defined as a shared context in which knowledge is shared, created and utilised’  ( Nonaka et al 2005)
Ba does not necessarily mean a physical space. In the Japanese ba means not just a physical space but a specific time and space  ‘It is a concept that unifies physical space such as an office space, virtual space such as email and mental space such as shared ideals’   It is individuals’ ‘interaction’ within this notion of space which is key to understanding ba.

‘Ba  is the context shared by those who interact with each other, and through such interactions, those who participate in ba  and the context itself evolve through self-transcendence to create knowledge’ (Nonaka et al 2005:31)

Having raised the ba to an almost mystical  level Nonaka et al then proceed to envisage ba as a matrix with four quadrants – which seems to revert back to a more prescriptive model. However the following description manages to ‘capture’ the essence of what is a paradoxical concept but one we want to use to move us forward:
‘Ba  has a complex and ever-changing nature. Ba sets a boundary for interactions among individuals and yet its boundary is open. As there are endless possibilities to one’s own contexts , a certain  boundary is required for a meaningful shared context to emerge. Yet ba is still an open place where participants with their own contexts can come and go, and the shared context can continuously evolve. By providing a shared context in motion, ba sets binding conditions for the participants by limiting the way in which the participants view the world. And yet it provides participants with higher viewpoints than their own’ ( Nonaka et al 2005: 31  my  italics)
I will seek to show that this description – and particularly those phrases which I have italicised – could also be describing the role the academy could play in the future..  Ronald Barnett would seem to have a similar vision in mind when he speculated about the role of the University ‘in an age of supercomplexity’  (Barnett 2000) . Barnett is adamant that the university must rid itself of the ‘pretence’ that it knows best. He suggests that the idea of a  university being the ‘site of universal knowledge’ is comparatively modern and returns to the root of the word which comes from ‘universitas’ which means a guild or corporation:
‘the medieval universities were in their origin , just that: groups of scholars who formed themselves into self-governing guilds…the idea of a universitas, then , denoted a mutual recognition of the members of the association and a common language (latin): each would understand the others and all understand each other as sharing a common cause.  In the beginning was unity – through dialogue’ (Barnett 2000 :72)
He questions why Universities should, in fact, be on a site at all. He also goes on to say that instead of preaching certainties Universities  should prepare students for a ‘supercomplex’ world by unsettling their thinking ; ‘it has to create epistemological and ontological disturbance in the minds and in the being  of students: it has to pose cognitively and experientially the radical uncertainty presented by super complexity:’ (Barnett 2000:154)
In the next section I will illustrate stories from my students who would well understand Barnett’s propositions.
But before that I  want to return to our starting point, the difference between Mode 1 and Mode 2 knowledge which seems to me to have produced too polarised a view and one which might better be represented as two ends of a continuum. In redressing the balance Usher and Edwards (2000) point out:
‘Mode 2 knowledge production poses particular problems for the traditional kind of university- based researcher. The authority of Mode 1 research in this environment means that the dominant mode of dissemination is the academic book, the scholarly refereed  paper and the conference presentation. Mode 2 knowledge is disseminated much more informally, if at all, through such means as the summary report and , increasingly, through on-line postings and other forms of electronically mediated communication’ (Usher and Edwards 2000: 263)

In fact  it is ‘computer mediated communication (CMC) which they see as having significant impact 

‘CMC is not just a convenient way of disseminating and discussing research findings. It is that, but it is also something more and CMC changes the nature of what constitute findings, how these findings are arrived at and how they are communicated’ (Usher & Edwards 2000):266
 In addition to CMC I would add narrative and conversations (Shaw 2002) as ways in which Mode 2 knowledge is made explicit. But the question I want to address is how can Mode 2 knowledge thus made explicit inform Mode 1 knowledge. In the next Part I introduce two WBL programmes initiated in the Business School which show just how one mode of knowledge can inform the other and the nature of the students’ experience.
Part 2   How Practice can become Theory

Over the past two years the Business School has introduced two post-graduate work based learning programmes. One is  an MA in Leadership and Management Practice and the other a Doctorate in Professional Practice (DProf). The MA grew out of an action learning leadership programme we accredited run by an independent provider  for a large Financial Services Company. We agreed that managers on this programme could use their credits towards an MA at the University on condition that the students attended a module on research methods and completed a final project/ dissertation. They have all now submitted their final project.
The DProf  follows the  same approach that has been pioneered by the National Centre for Work Based Learning Partnership: Participants are professionals who are seeking to draw on their experience as professional practitioners to work on  a project the outcome of which can be seen to make a difference to their profession/ organisation.  Like the MA the DProf depends on students collecting academic credits for each stage of the programme. Students begin with a review of their past learning and identification of key learning which can contribute to their final project for which they can get additional credits. They then have to complete a research and planning module and submit their plan for approval before embarking on the final project.
Common to both programmes is a research methodology based around action research and ,  in particular, action research as living theory (Whitehead and McNiff 2006). In action research, as compared with traditional positivist research,   ‘Practitioners investigate their own practice, observe, describe and explain what they are doing in company with one another and produce their own explanations for what they are doing and why they are doing it’ (Whitehead & McNiff 2006: 13)  Action research usually is about a group of people inquiring into their practice together in order to improve it. The group own the data they produce  and the theory that underpins it. This is in contrast to social science research  where ‘the theory is generated and owned by the researcher and is about other people’ Whitehead & McNiff 2006: 12)  
In arriving at the notion of ‘Living Theory’ Whitehead and McNiff examine the nature of theory:
‘In broad terms it is possible to say that when you claim that you have a theory you are making a claim to knowledge…Knowledge claims by definition contain explanations because when you say “This is the way things are” you are also implying that you can explain why things are the way they are’   Whitehead & McNiff 2006: 29)

The authors maintain that

 ‘practice was a form of real life theorizing. As we practise we observe what we do and reflect upon it. We make sense of what we are doing through researching it. We gather data and generate evidence to support our claims that we know what we are doing and why we are doing it (our theories of practice) and we test these knowledge claims for their validity through the critical feedback of others. These theories are our living theories’ Whitehead & McNiff 2006: 32)

Action research as living theory has mainly been undertaken by teachers. A useful source about the theory and the practice is Jack Whitehead’s own website:  www.actionresearch.net . We have introduced this methodology to business people because we believe the approach is at the very heart of leadership  in an increasingly complex world.  It requires practitioners to be upfront about ‘the standards by which we make judgements on our own practice so that we can say “we know what we are doing and we can explain why we are doing it”’  And most important of all, the concept of living theory provides a platform for articulating what is ‘new’ in our knowing:
‘The theories are located within and generated from within the practice and influence the development of new practices which in turn act as the grounds for the development of new theory and new practices. While the narratives you read are narratives of practice they are also narratives of theorizing, that is, what the person has come to know and how they are thinking differently about their work and themselves’ (Whitehead and McNiff 2006:119-120
The stories our students have told in their final projects cover a range of operational issues:  eg making transparent process by which banks make financial decisions,  what makes for an effective sales team, how to create more innovative rewards schemes . Their claims to knowledge (theory) have emerged out of action  research carried out within  an organisation (Mode 2 production).  But when they submit their final project/dissertation to the University their claim to knowledge is subject to Mode 1 rules. We have learning descriptors for five levels of knowledge (undergraduate to Doctoral) against which their claims are assessed.  But what happens to this knowledge then?  As far as the student is concerned, assuming their claim to knowledge meets the appropriate academic criteria they will  be awarded an MA or DProf and their theory is available for all to see in the University library. My point is that this should not be the end of the story. Below I suggest a framework whereby the knowledge claims of  MA students from a National Finance Services company could acquire added value for both University and organisation
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The above diagram suggests a schematic ‘flow’ of knowledge between academia (Mode 1) and organisation (Mode 2). Not only that but in the middle of it all the student also becomes an agent of change within the organisation based on their appreciation  of Action Research as Living Theory. This extract from one of the MA students well describes the change brought on themselves by this approach:
 ‘I see myself as part of the community in which this research is set as opposed to an outsider looking in. I have as much to gain from delivering a solution as any other stakeholder and see our interaction as mutual relationships of influence’

‘..as I conducted my research over a period of months it became evident that what I thought would be a straightforward sequence of events was not so neat and my research approach changed as I evaluated each cycle of action and reflected on the outcomes and the emergent learning that was evident – I kept asking myself – ‘what does this tell me?’  I was creating my own living education theory’
The intention is that all 14 of the Managers completing the MA will also collectively feedback their findings (another loop to be added in above diagram) thus demonstrating their collective ‘living education theory’. Before that, having read all 14 projects  I will also feedback to the organization.what I consider are common themes  which might have an impact on the Mode 2 knowledge emerging from the research

Turning now to our professional Doctorate programme I believe it has the potential of  generating new theory and practices and lead to the emergence of new professions. Above all it is capable of creating new Mode 1 knowledge on the back of Mode 2 generated knowledge. The extract below from a current DProf student demonstrates the process and how that process, in Whitehead’s words,  is ‘living theory’
‘..you have the opportunity of reflecting on your own profession and in an academic sense articulating what it is your learning has been. And in the case of the doctoral project, looking for ways of helping your own profession to move into a place that it’s not at currently’

The last statement about ‘place’ is reminiscent of our discussion around ba. It is also interesting that one of the MA students commented in his final project: ‘ I have a sense that after the Masters programme I am in a different place but probably not the place the organization wanted me’   This also brings to mind the ‘disturbance’ that Barnett was advocating. Inevitably, with this kind of action research as living theory, there will be tensions and what Whitehead calls ‘living contradictions’ between where the individual is at the end of his/her development and where the organisation wants to be.  But this is the subject for another paper!
The Doctoral subject of the DProf student quoted above is ‘Global Account Selling’. He has international clients and the ‘educative influence’ from his studies is also spreading Mode 2 knowledge globally. But he is also proposing  that the subject he is reframing in his research could also be taught within the Business School as a validated MA programme. He notes that as far as he can see the subject of ‘Global Account Selling’ isn’t offered anywhere else as a post-graduate programme. He is proposing that the MA be run in partnership with his own company and would have at its heart ‘living theory’ and ‘ be grounded  in the workplace and [use] live data and enquiry with clients and co-workers at its heart’.  For me this is the kind of influence I hope our post-graduate workbased learning programmes will have where Mode 2 knowledge and Mode 1 knowledge feed each other.
The stories above I hope give an indication of how WBL could be used in a more strategic and be seen as a source of knowledge for both the University and organisations which use its services. In the final section I suggest a model for a Business School whose whole curriculum might be driven not only by established disciplines but by new ‘domains’ of knowledge emerging from the reflective practice of its ‘co-researchers’ (rather than students) both inside and outside academia. I also return to Barnett’s radical agenda for the universities of the future.
Part 3 The univeritas – where theory and practice inform each other
In the diagram below I have tried to sketch out how academia and organisations can enter a partnership whereby new domains of knowledge are co-created.  This was the vision of Gibbons et al for Mode 2 Knowledge  but all too often such a relationship has been seen as a peripheral activity of the institution linked usually to ‘commercial’ or Research and Development functions. What I am suggesting is that such a relationship is central to the way the whole institution recreates itself.  
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Barnett talks of imagining the university as a ‘mosaic’
‘The pieces of the mosaic develop a collective energy denied to the sum of the individual pieces. In turn, the mosaic constantly reshapes itself, taking up new configurations, so contributing to and responding to the conditions of supercomplexity which itself puts into play. It is a mosaic on the move’ (Barnett 2000:138)

This concept of ‘flow’ of knowledge underpinned many of the discourses we reviewed earlier (Wenger 1998;  Stacey 2001; Snowden 2002; Nonaka et al 2005) In Figure 2 above I have sketched out two flows of knowledge : one originates from a professional practitioner in an organization who is seeking to articulate and get validated theory underpinning his/her practice. This could be through a validated WBL programme, as in the case of the MA/DProf  we have discussed above.  But equally it could be through accrediting particular projects; or it could be simply using the Academy as a forum within which  a ‘community’ of professional practitioners create their own claims to knowledge which could also become internalised within the University’s existing disciplines or contribute to the creation of new domains of knowledge.
The second knowledge flow begins within the academy where an academic is looking outside to validate his/her claim to knowledge through partner organisations. Barnett insists academia must move beyond their borders:
‘Academic life is brilliant at erecting enclosures and less adept at finding ways of dismantling them. Borders play an important part in securing identity of purpose but the university has to find ways of  making its borders transitory and of transcending those that are in place. University life has to become nomadic, where identities and purposes are lived out in border country’ (Barnett 2000:107)

This means engaging more with ‘the real’ world and encouraging professional practitioners to challenge existing Mode1 knowledge which in turn leads to ‘new’ knowledge domains to be ‘mapped’ out (Wyatt 1994)  As  Barnett observes this requires  ‘Collective self-scrutiny’ which is not a  ‘natural condition of the academic

But the more the Academy can portray itself as a place (ba)  where theory and practice can  come alive and regenerate themselves in the very ‘practice’ and conversations it makes transparent the more it can begin to develop a creative context at the centre where organisations and academia can come together.  But ‘ a certain  boundary is required for a meaningful shared context to emerge’ which can provide
‘participants with higher viewpoints than their own’ ( Nonaka et al 2005: 31) 

In conclusion
We began with a review of two publications which introduced the concepts of Mode 1 and Mode 2 generated knowledge and the knowledge creating company. We explored the  concept of ba as a place where knowledge is realised, shared and reframed. We compared this idea with the radical propositions of Barnett in envisaging a university as a ‘place’ where students need to experience ‘disturbance’ in their thinking to better prepare them for a ‘supercomplex’ world. In Part 2 we shared stories from postgraduates completing am MA and a DProf based around WBL and suggested how their practice of action research as living theory was meeting the criteria Barnett had set down for creating ‘ epistemological and ontological disturbance in the minds and in the being  of students’. But we also suggested how results of this ‘collective self-scrutiny’ had consequences for both organisations and the academy in bridging Mode 2 and Mode 1 knowledge.  Finally we have suggested how such approaches can be accommodated in a model of the university as an interchange of both Mode 1 and Mode 2 Knowledge – a bacademy  in fact, in the making.
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