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Synopsis

This dissertation comprises an action research inquiry into the ‘lived experience’ of part-time mid career professional students of the MSc in Management Learning and Change degree at the Department of Management at the University of Bristol. This inquiry is designed to explore the extent to which the department is attuned to the wider needs of these students in the design of such degrees; and in the education of teachers unfamiliar with this particular student population. This inquiry follows an action research methodology, which more specifically develops into a form of ‘narrative inquiry’. Given that this form of inquiry is relatively unusual in the field of management education, then it has proved necessary to theorise, problematise validation issues; and then to apply a qualitative validation strategy. The validation strategy developed through this action inquiry reveals that the narrative ‘product’ has proved of utility to alumni of the degree, by way of sense making of their full learning experience, and of focussing their continued learning needs and strategies beyond this degree. It has also proved of value to teachers who are new to this student population, who now feel that they are now sensitised to the wider life course dynamics of this mid career professional population that was hitherto hidden from them. They recognise that the assumptions that are made about the learning of undergraduates cannot be applied to this population. 

The potentialities and limitations of the narrative approach are critiqued.  The discovery made here is that while narrative inquiry has great potentiality with regard to engaging research stakeholders in common conversations that centre on a rounded ‘storying’ of a fuller human experience; that the process of creation of such a narrative product is an uncertain journey, which can be extremely time consuming, with little guarantee of yielding a tangible research result. It is also revealed that this method is highly vulnerable to attack from those unsympathetic towards qualitative inquiry, despite the development of a robust qualitative validation strategy.  
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Notes from a Corporate Learner: The Lived Experience of a Masters Degree in Management.
Introduction

This dissertation is an account of an action research project exploring the relationship between that which mid career professional students experience of the ‘full curriculum’ of a part time masters degree in Management Learning and Change (MLC), contrasted with the story that the University of Bristol tells itself, in its own particular specialised language about this degree. I have long suspected that there is a strong difference between these two versions of the learning experience, and my coming in position is that I suspect it matters, and that the difference is worth exploring for the enhancing of the student experience. I am not suggesting that these versions are opposing; but they are partial, and while one knows of the other, the other knows not fully of the first.
This impulse behind this study did not arrive fully formed but rather has developed its shape and direction in emergent form as time has progressed. The early genesis of this study I trace to reflecting on my experience of returning to university in 2004 in my mid fifties to study both a research PhD and this partly taught M Ed. In parallel with this student experience, I was invited to teach on a sessional basis on the MLC Programme. While it was true that the mature students’ positioning was distinct from mine, there was nonetheless much that I felt we had in common. From this unusual positioning I was aware that I was crossing the boundaries between these two worlds of learner and teacher, a boundary which I sense is rarely traversed teachers at this university. I became aware as I experienced these two worlds further that I was positioned to blur and even re-shape the boundary between the student and the agents of their learning.
At an early stage in this teaching I was asked to lead a review into the MLC degree, with a view to refreshing its content and focus. This review included interviewing current and past students, revealing that there were significant elements of the fuller student experience that were not taken account of in the formal design of the programme.  I was then to move on in 2006 to become co-director of this degree, a role which afforded me a closer look at it in action. I was also given responsibility for its marketing, which required me to think what it might attract mid career professionals toward this degree as opposed to the offerings of the competition.
I learned from these various roles and investigations that in addition to MLC students gaining a masters qualification, that there is also an abundance of anecdotal evidence to suggest that for the duration of this degree and beyond, students are in the midst of personal and professional transition.  For some students their commitment to part time masters study is clearly an explicit element of their transition strategy, while for others the intersection between transition and degree is more haphazard.  What is not in doubt is that there exists a strong interplay between the dynamics of personal transition, and the experience of the degree. Given that human beings rarely hermetically compartmentalise their experiences, then for many students it is likely that the experience of the degree and of the transition are strongly associated one with another, the degree influencing the transition and the transition influencing the degree. I speculated that the degree to which this interplay is harmonic is likely to affect students’ perception of the successfulness of the degree. I was also curious to discover the extent to which the teaching of the degree is aligned and attuned to students personal transitions; to inquire as to whether it sensitively shift – in somewhat organic fashion - to accommodate  the many individual and cohort transitional mood shifts that are likely to occur over the course of three years. 
There are a number of reasons for exploring the full student lived experience () of this MLC degree, within the context of life course transition.  The first reason would be that while the university acknowledges and to some extent has researched the full student experience of undergraduate life – and believes it knows much of that which goes on in and around undergraduates attending class and sitting exams - relatively is known of the world of the part time mid career student while they are with us. The benefits to be gained from knowing more of this experience would be to sensitise tutors and unit designers to these transition dynamics. For example, some MLC units directly address the personal transitions that are occur for these professionals, while others are silent on this subject – though the students seem to know how to turn this around and to bring their personal agendas to bear in class as a rich source of reflective experiential learning. If tutors are insensitive to the need for students to have these dynamics to be acknowledged in class discussions, then it is likely that the tutors will lose some credibility in the eyes of the student body, which could impact negatively on their learning. 

This sensitising of the tutors to student experience and needs is important in that over the next few years a commitment has been made to refresh the unit teaching team. It is my belief that a detailing of the student experience would bring MLC dynamics more alive for new tutors than a dry reading of the intended learning outcomes alone would. It would also help them to think through the assumptions underpinning MLC learning design, which vary markedly from the assumptions underpinning the learning methods used for undergraduates, with which these teachers are more familiar and habituated towards. 
A second benefit of accounting for the student experience would be in assisting exiting students in  retrospective sense making (Weick 2000) around their experience of the degree, and to legitimate their assessment of the contribution of the degree towards their transitional dynamics and life course outcomes, beyond the gaining of a certificate. Such an account would not of course exactly replicate their individual experience but it may provide a counterpoint against which to compare and review their experience. This is important as in my view accurate review of what it is that has brought individuals to a certain development point is an important component of planning next developmental and career steps. 

Thirdly the development of such an account could be beneficial to marketing also, if findings from this study illuminate ways in which the degree could be positioned to render it more relevant and appealing to incoming prospects. (Consideration was given to using such an account to attract new students, though this idea was discounted on the basis that it would contaminate the ‘here and now’ discovery process for new entrants).
A fourth impetus was the sense that there was also a potential method gain to be had through the development of such an account as the charting of student experience is relatively unusual, and if this research uncovers a good way of doing this, then that method might be used to inform subsequent inquiries into student experience for different degrees.

Emergence of the research strategy
During the course of working up of the tentative specification for this research, I fell into adventitious conversation with an MLC student who was a senior executive with a corporate organisation, (let is call it the Corporation), who have put many students through MLC. It was fascinating to discover that many of his reflections on the differences between the university’s description of the programme and his experience of MLC aligned with mine. On the basis of this shared curiosity he agreed to sponsor on behalf of the Corporation an inquiry into this difference, a sponsorship that was met by a reciprocal commitment from the MLC Programme director who was also involved in these exploratory conversations. This coincidence of interest and the creation of a coalition of inquiry among concerned stakeholders greatly helped to focus and refine my research goals.  It also shifted the purpose of this M Ed dissertation from satisfying my examiners alone to reaching for the twin goal of also illumining a piece of lived experience for interested stakeholders. (It occurred to me at that time that the examiners might be more interested in the innovative research method – and the rigour and relevance of the same - while the sponsoring stakeholders more interested in the lived experience ‘product’. To that extent I found myself constructing this dissertation with at least two audiences in mind).

The research goals as agreed with these various stakeholders – including my dissertation supervisor – included the following:
· To understand better the lived experience of students on the MLC degree; to explore what ‘spills over the sides’ of the formal curriculum and statements of intended learning outcomes;  to identify the containers for this expanded learning and to assess their efficacy.
· Produce an artefact to enable conversation between stakeholders that would prove portable and accessible, drawing people towards.

· Experiment with research methods that explore and represent full student experience – the ‘curriculum’. 
The Wallace & Poulson  (2003)  typology of educational research projects would suggest that this intellectual project be classified  primarily as ‘research for understanding’; and also to some extent research for improvement of both teaching and research practice. I do not conceive it as a critical project, nor as a project to develop or evaluate policy.
It was clear from the outset my research approach would draw exclusively from qualitative as opposed to quantative methods of research inquiry. The reasons for this choice are that the research goals encompass a small scale inquiry into a defined population and that its interests do not extend beyond the population in question. It does not have the ambition to seek a universal truth, but rather to explore lived experience.  The product itself I visualised as some type of ‘thick picture’ description (Geertz 1973, 1983, 1986) that attempts to capture nuance and depth perspective rather than to broadly describe a social landscape. My research strategy draws upon three nested elements of qualitative inquiry, which evolved together in emergent fashion as the inquiry progressed. These interrelated approaches include ethnography; action research through application of Heron’s (1996) extended epistemology; and narrative inquiry. I explicate each in turn below, indicating their relevance in the pursuit of these research goals.  
Early reading to inform my approach included wholesale immersion in the encyclopaedic qualitative methods handbooks of Patton (2003) and of Denzin and Lincoln (1996, 2005). For more general understanding of strategies of inquiry and research methods I turned to Silverman (2005), and Bryman and Bell (2003). These sources in turn directed me towards the Action Research literature with which I had some familiarity Reason & Bradbury (2001), Guba & Lincoln (1992), and Heron & Reason (2001) all of whom emphasised the importance of adopting an inductive approach to understanding the social world rather than approaching the understanding of social phenomenon with a preformed theoretical template. 
This literature confirmed that the epistemology that it would prove most apposite for me to adopt given my research goals and population would be ‘interpretativist’ which has its epistemological basis in ‘social constructionism.’ I had at much earlier stages in my life been engrossed by the writing of Berger and Luckman (1966) of and of the ethnographers Goffman (1959) and Geertz (1973, 1983), so it was some comfort and relief to confirm that this project provided an opportunity to extend my interpretivist practice. At the heart of this epistemology lies Geertz’ belief that "man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun," where he takes "culture to be those webs" (1973, 5).  This emphasis on relativism and on the power of ‘thick description’ has great resonance for me. Beyond these early authors, I was to discover in the field of management Weick (2000) and in the field of education Campbell (2000) who take a constructionist view of the world, placing great emphasis on the power of narrative to represent human experience.  

This literature naturally led me towards a second wave of reading that embraced the ‘ethnographic’ approach, steering me through the work of Bruner (1986, 1987, 1990. 2002) and of Van Maanan (1988. 1990, 1994) I was highly attracted towards the turn taken by this wave of anthropologists, moving away as it did from the exploration of the exotic and foreign towards the study of the mundane ordinariness that is our everyday reality; and in its way quite as exotic as the foreign if viewed though fresh eyes.(Bateson 1972). I learned from this literature of the power of the process of the adage ‘making the strange familiar, and the familiar strange’.  

What I learn of ethnography is that if access is to be gained, then the researcher needs a ‘warm invitation.’ (Geertz 1973) This insight was reassuring as I believed that I received a warm invitation from my sponsors and co-creators at the Corporation, which at some level I worried might have contaminated the purity and detachment of my research; therefore it was a relief that such an invitation is greatly enabling. I learnt of the ‘epistemic’ process, where research subjects are co-creators of the knowledge. What is needed for ethnography to work is an explorer mentality, a pioneering spirit, which I felt suited me and my natural preferences well. Of great concern to the ethnographer – though the place can be found by accident – is the finding of a role, or of a place for yourself.  I was to revisit this question of researcher repeatedly during the course of this project, shifting as my positioning did as the project unfolded. A great appeal of the ethnographic method literature was the emphasis on emergent method, as described by the critical writers in management Alveson & Willmott (1996), as opposed to a determined, planned approach. I felt that the emergent method allowed for this fluidity and unfolding quality to come into play naturally to the enrichment of the inquiry in a way that a more preformed approach ever could allow.   

I was taken by the notion that ethnographic tradition is based on the notion of a ‘one year’ cycle, based around the four seasons. I was to learn from this study that ethnography does take time, not just in the field but also demands time for reflection upon the period spent in the field. And as you commit to that time in the field, so there are those moments when roles are reversed, and you become aware of them watching you, as much as about you watching them, which can open up a whole other conversation. I was certainly aware of that two way process during my field work within the corporation, not just in the research conversations but even as I re-read notes and listened to taped conversations yet again.  The ‘at least a year’ in the field nostrum underlines the truth that ethnography is craft skill that is learned over time, and that it has a strong co-creative element to it.  I was painfully aware that even as I pushed for completion of this project to get it finalised to move onto the thing, tha the project had its own stubborn pace and that it would move towards enlightenment when it was reread; not necessarily when the researcher was. In the end I had been in the field for nearly two years. This immersion chimes with what Geertz (1973) describes as the need for ‘deep hanging’ with your research subjects or co-creators; which is in distinct contrast to the more unusual conventions in social science of short sharp interviewing regimes, conducted within a three to six month window. 
I learned from this process that ethnography is method, process and product. All three aspects become so intertwined one with another that is becomes practically impossible to separate them without doing damage to the fabric of the final product. I would like to believe that this wish to preserve the integrity of the whole is a large part of my resistance to breaking this dissertation into neat literature and methods chapters. 

Defining an Action Research approach.

Three pathways of action inquiry.

It seems clear to me that given the aims and scope of this research that it falls with the broad church of action research. Within that family of approaches, I would more narrowly identify this research as constituting ‘action inquiry’; and most probably narrative inquiry, though this choice was not definitive at an early stage. Reason and Bradbury describe action research  as ‘a participatory democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of human purposes’. (2001:1). A distinguishing characteristic is that this form of research is not primarily for benefit of researcher, but is largely for the benefit of its constituent stakeholders, and for the emancipation of the same. It requires the addressing of public issue or a crisis of representation, such as the ‘crisis’ of the voice of the student; and reflexive researcher engagement in the process. I would assess that my research satisfies each of these criteria. 
Reason and Torbert (2001) point to three broad pathways of Action Research practice. These three pathways include
· First person action research/ practice skills, which address the ability of the researcher to foster an inquiring approach to his or her own life

· Second person research, which addresses the ability to inquire into face-to-face with others into issues of mutual concern, such as improving the quality of practice

· Third person inquiry which aims to take small scale projects beyond ‘scientific happenings’ towards ‘political events’. This involves the creation of third person inquiries which aim to being together those who cannot meet face to face.

This combining of three pathways is supported and encouraged by Reason and Bradbury (2001):

‘we suggest that the most compelling and enduring kind of action research will engage all three strategies; first person strategy is best conducted in the company of friends and colleagues who can provide support and challenge; such a company may well evolve into a second person collaborative inquiry process. … attempts at third party research which are not based in rigorous first person inquiry are open to distortion through unregulated bias’. (pxxvii).  
The need for an action research approach is underlined in the management literature by Weick (2007), who claims that 
‘to drop the tools of rationality is to gain access to lightness in the forms of intuitions, feelings, stories, improvisation, experience, imagination, active listening, awareness in the moment and empathy. All of these nonlogical activities enable people to solve problems and enact their potential’. (2007:15)
I am excited by the potentiality of this approach as it mirrors my ambitions for this project, and further assists in boundary-ing the scope of this dissertation. This definition of three pathways of inquiry helps clarify my decision to confine this study to the second person inquiry element. The reason for this defined focus was that I had conducted the first person inquiry at an early stage of my involvement with MLC and during my transition from student to teacher; and that while this first person inquiry had proved indispensable for the igniting of this inquiry, that I feel no great need to rehearse the detail of that personal reflection here, though my journals and notes are available should they be required for scrutiny, and I do return to it myself, when mining for meaning. This distinction also clarified that the third pathway of third party engagement was beyond the temporal and political scope of this inquiry, although that engagement will occur in time beyond the life of this dissertation. 
What was remarkable was that – without my prior knowledge of these three levels of inquiry –  my first person inquiry segued naturally into a second person inquiry, where I found myself in deep conversation with the original executive - and now sponsor - which was to widen into the more formal contracted inquiry with other Corporation managers who had experienced MLC. 
The extended epistemology 

Action Inquiry is strongly informed by Heron’s ‘extended epistemology’ (1996). 

[image: image1.emf]
                                             Heron model of extended epistemology
 This model resists the reflexive charge towards the propositional, instead privileging  the experiential, and arguing strongly for the power of representational as a precursor to the cognitive.  One advantage of utilising this model was that it was well known to students and to salient stakeholders, and that through that familiarity it afforded a shared language to discuss some complex ideas. For the purposes of this inquiry – in line with my decision to confine my inquiry to the second person pathway – I have confined my interest within this extended epistemology to representational and to some extent propositional knowing.  There will be time beyond this dissertation for exploration and application of Heron’s fourth phase ‘practical knowing-how’ (Heron & Reason 2001: 145). 
Narrative inquiry.

As I asked myself which form of representation might best fit my extended epistemology it seemed from an early stage that narrative inquiry would provide a good fit, not least because my stakeholders almost as a default seemed to utilise story telling to illumine their experiences of learning. My exploration of the narrative inquiry literature led me to the work of Van Maanan (1994), Gergen (1985), and of the management writers Czarniawska- Joergas (1997). And of Watson (1996). In the specific field of story telling in management I discovered Sims (2004, 2005) Gabriel (2003), and Hawkins (1994). From education I was to learn of Clandinin & Connelly (2000). Within the broad genre of narrative inquiry I was led towards the more specific field of ‘writing as inquiry’ pioneered by Richardson (2005) and Ellis and Bochner (1996, 2000, 2002 2006), who emphasised among other things the potentialities of exploring the power of ‘polyvocal acts’. I was then to discover through our Graduate School of Education a British and European tradition of writing as inquiry and reflective practice, including the work of Sparkes (2002), Speedy (2000, 2005) and Etherington (2002, 2004).  An ensuing personal connection with these local writers lent me much reassurance here that narrative inquiry was a fascinating and in its won right valid rese`ar1ch approach, though I was made well aware that it stands outside of the academic mainstream. I found that I was to draw extensively upon this background literature as I assessed the efficacy of my emergent approach.  
A time for action.

Bryman and Bell (2003), co-authors of a recent and influential management research methods book, notes that it is quite natural for ones reading of qualitative research literature to occur in phases, and that it is in many ways desirable for the researcher in their early interpretativist forays not to be overly constrained by imagined and often illusory conventions and rules that may curtail intuitive creativity. Much of this literature that I had been immersed in to this stage had been highly encouraging of experiment without the researcher worrying overly as to whether they were ‘getting it right’.  This advice was encouraging, as I felt that I had enough to go on at this stage. I was not armoured with preconceived notion of way in which my findings or makings might be represented, but I felt that I had sufficient confidence to go ahead, and secure in the knowledge that the methods scaffolding was around if I needed it.  
Retrospective description of research process
Emergent method

What I describe here is a retrospectively constructed description of the method followed, which was to a degree planned although it was to the most part emergent (Megginson 2004). The first stage involved my own reflections captured during my first person inquiry phase in reflective journal format. This reflective practice was informed at theory and practice level by Schon (1983, 1987);   Heron (1996, 1999) in management by Marshall (1999, 2001), and in education by Etherington (2001, 2004). This literature was to prove of great guidance and substance as not only was it greatly encouraging of my reflective practice during the ‘upstream’ first person inquiry phase of this inquiry. It was also to highly instrumental in the shaping of the writing of the product of the second person inquiry also, which emerged as a faux first person reflective artefact.  

Conducting research conversations with MLC graduates from the Corporation.

 As indicated in the introduction, this period of intense reflection naturally and serendipitously flowed into my ensuing conversations with the sponsors; which led in turn to the defining of the goals and scope of the project. The next planned step was to engage in conversation with the survey population comprising six employees of the Corporation who had experienced MLC within the last four years. This included representation from each of the years in question which gave a useful spread and range of MLC experience over time, as opposed to conducting conversations with just one cohort as a single data point. These respondents were already known to me and I would like to believe that we high degree of openness with each other, with few indications of hierarchical deference or ‘power distance’ (Hofstede 1992), especially since all but one had passed out of the university system with their degrees secured. To that extent these encountered displayed the characteristics of a exploratory conversation, rather than a formal interview with a stranger. I attach for the readers’ interest a sample of my research journal (Appendix One) which captures a more intimate account of experience of this phase. This artefact may not only enlighten the embodied dynamics of the research process, but also provide an example of what such a journal might look like. I believe it also gives the reader an insight into the relationship between the ‘messy’ research journal and the more formalistic account that you read before you now. 
With regard to my positioning, I made no attempt to protest my detachment from the process. I did not deny that I was invested in the outcome, though I did emphasise that I did not have a preconceived picture of what that outcome might look like. I stressed that my main interest was in understanding the student experience and that my recent time as a student had sensitised me to many hidden elements of that experience that might be closed to other academics, which in turn had motivated this study. Some sharing of this background, and of some headlines of my experience seemed to assist in clarifying my positioning; and also in encouraging the respondents to open up on their own hidden experiences. I reinforced at the end of my introduction that I did not have a preconceived idea of an a outcome and to say that I would be open as far as I was able to hear criticism of the course or of the tutors without counterattack or destructive defensiveness.  I also contracted that anything revealed by the respondent that they wished to remain confidential would be respected as such. 

These conversations were highly unstructured to allow maximum scope for participant expression, lasting for about sixty to ninety minutes each. What little encouragement I did give – after I had outlined the genesis and purposes of the project, clarified the sponsorship and located this specific conversation within the action research phases as second person inquiry - was to ask my respondents to reflect on their the wider transitional experience in and around the degree rather than to evaluate the course in conventional pedagogic terms. All of my respondents were highly willing to engage with this purpose. What was striking – given that they were given maximum freedom to express their experience - was that most wanted to tell their story chronologically; and furthermore that this journey was recounted as a story, rather than being overly analysed or theorised. I asked for permission to record these conversations, which was given in every instance. In addition to this sound recording I made occasional notes as prompts. Indeed beyond scribbling these occasional notes I found myself sharing the odd diagram or matrix with my respondents who in turn did a fair amount of impromptu sketching themselves. It was not unusual for these student sketches to involve theoretical constructs which is hardly surprising, given that they had emerged from a three year immersion in theories relating to the process of management learning.

I allowed the conversations to end naturally, once the respondent seemed to have exhausted their thoughts and memories on the subject. A number of them indicated that the conversation had left them thoughtful, reflective and that they would like to connect with me again if these post conversation reflections were to surface memories or insights that had not been articulated during the research conversation. Each indicated that this had been a useful exercise for them in its own right – beyond the contribution it might have made to the research – in the sense that it caused them to reflect once more on a seminal developmental episode in their lives, and that it had reinforced the need for them to be continuously ‘sharpening their saw’ (Covey 1990:287) if continuous development were to be sustained. They indicated that they would be keen to read the synthesis of the conversations, and that they would be open to involvement in the third phase of the action research process.  

Synthesising the research conversations. 

Post these conversations, I was left with a somewhat overwhelming amount of information, in the form of notes and sound recordings, which I listened through again, often making new notes to add to those that I had clustered into piles on the table in front of me. It helped the sifting and sorting process to a degree that each had fallen into a chronological account of their passage through the degree, as this allowed a ‘first cut’ temporal organisation of their data. It also helped that was emerging a striking degree of commonality across their accounts. While these accounts were nuanced differently, there were few instances of the respondents having markedly conflicting experiences, good or bad through the different phases of the experience. It was also striking that few had painful memories of their experience to relate. That is not to say that aspects of their passage had not been stressful or conflictful; but these ‘negative’ experiences were I noticed subsumed in conversation by my correspondents within a broader perception that the experience had proved a substantially ‘positive’ experience for them, and one that they would not have changed to a significant degree. I did challenge this positivity strongly during this analysis phase; asking if they were serving me up an anodyne account to ‘please teacher’, just as I had gently but insistently probed their positive emphasis during the conversations themselves. However I was finding few exceptions this account of an overwhelmingly positive experience, and was content that a primary conclusion that this had proven to be - for members of the Corporation at least - a highly developmental experience with few if any downsides.  (I did speculate what differences might have surfaced had I stepped outside of the confines of the Corporation for my MLC student sample).
My wish during the synthesis process was to attempt to stay true to the Heron extended epistemology model (1996) to the extent that I would resist as far as possible the flight to the propositional, immersing my self in the experiential that was in front of me and all around me, seeking representational expression. The fact was that the representational did not come easily. I essayed several forms of write up but I felt that these remained two dimensional and largely analytic; or conversely seemed overly imaginative, too fantastical, too colourful and probably too difficult to defend. It took the laying aside of my notes, pictures and diagrams for a considerable period while I allowed it to compost – and for other priorities to take over – before a trip to Skye allowed the space for the birthing or parturition of this idea.  What I discovered that what this project needed was the space for parturition, for a birthing. It needed space for both ‘hare brain tortoise mind’. This birthing occurred as I sat early each morning with my view of the Cullin Hills swathed in mist, deconstructing my respondents’ narratives once more, when what began to suggest itself in some part of my imagination was a composite narrative that would somehow represent the common lived experience of the students. This felt immediately attractive for a number of reasons. One was that the students had relayed their narratives in highly reflective and open fashion; and that in reality a number of them were maintaining a personal journal. There was resonance and alignment between this path and the reflective and chronological essence of the conversations themselves. As this idea gained momentum I experienced a strong but not unwelcome sensation of not feeling in control of what was appearing on the page. To some extent the narrative seemed to be writing or suggesting, organising itself. I allowed this messy writing to take me where it will, to allow forbidden writing, allowing transgressive thoughts to develop into a form of ‘dirty writing’ (Pullen & Rhodes 2007). The more I trusted this process the more it seemed to flow, as Csikszlmenthalyi (1992) suggests it might. As it flowed I experienced a growing concern that I it might never finish this account; but finish it did, seeming complete. I was aware of so much being left out, but then I needed to remind myself that narrative is an a excessive practice where much gets left on the cutting room floor. It is never complete, as De Certeau (2000) comments, this research will always be full of holes.
Once complete – after five mornings of writing, and five afternoons of walking the hills and allowing the narrative to settle – I stepped back to ask what it was that I had on my hands and whether it was in fact a satisfactory representation of the students’ experience. One immediate resounding response to this question was that I was the last person to make this judgment and that very soon it should be shared with my co-creators to test for voracity.  I was excited by the potential of these ‘makings’ – as opposed to ‘findings’ – and felt that they were strongly in the spirit of narrative inquiry. I had ‘trusted the process’ in the release of the text and I reminded myself that I might do well to trust the process thereafter. I did have hesitations as the extent to which this might be overly my story not theirs – that it was too strongly my ‘signature’ (Clandinin & Connelly 2000). I needed to reconcile myself to the fact, and to hold in my awareness that I was an implicate part of the process, in a complexity of sometimes conflicting roles as learning designer, teacher and also researcher/ evaluator. And marketer!

Beyond questions and concerns relating to my positioning, I was also holding questioning whether I had – in the course of wishing to construct an coherent and elegant narrative – indulged in excessive ‘smoothing’ (Speedy 2008), to the extent that I had edited out ambiguities and inexplicable but telling contradictions. It occurred to me that I might have constructed a ‘collective biography’ (Davies & Gannon 2006) with my co-creators then this smoothing tendency to finesse the text would have been obviated. I checked whether I had touched the appropriate ethical bases with my respondents. I felt that I had, reassuring myself that they would be the first port of call for the reading of this anyway, and that ethical worries would be picked at the time of the reading. All that was left now then was to put this out to the world, introduced with the conceit that this was a journal written in real time by an MLC student, which now follows overleaf.  (This is an abridged version – for reasons of word economy. The fuller, more nuanced version which respondents had view of is included in Appendix Three).
Notes from a corporate learner: extracts from a Masters in Management Learning and Change student’s learning journal 

Time to make a decision on my future.
Today I sit down to think through whether or not to apply for this degree I have been thinking about doing, the Masters in Management Learning and Change at Bristol University, and I feel that it should be really helpful to sketch out my thinking in writing. So what am I feeling? Well I am feeling poised. I am feeling on the brink. There is a feeling of being summonsed towards a new gateway that could make a big difference in my life.  I feel like I am outgrowing the learning that I am receiving at the Corporation, though I do feel defensive around the implication that somehow the Corporation has served me less than well. I have a sense that I want to refresh my intellectual capital, which is beginning to run down quite conspicuously. I feel that I am winging it more often than I might comfortably admit. I am living more and more on what I can scavenge from consultants’ slide shows, rather than systematically and honestly addressing how I might stretch my mind in a very different direction.

And this is where the Bristol Masters degree comes in. The main stimulus to my thinking at all of this degree is down to the influence of Alan, a senior manager who did this degree a few years ago. Even though he has now left the Corporation, he still keeps in touch and as a senior HR guy continues to take an avuncular interest in his former colleagues’ development. Since completing his qualification, he has moved on from the Corporation on friendly terms – though often returning to informally mentor the likes of me – to live the portfolio career, completing a PhD while doing the odd consulting assignment, not to mention also doing university teaching at a number of institutions. Oh and also writing a book. All of which could hold strong attractions for me, at a later stage in my career. 
The interview.Arvardharvard
That was a strange experience. I wasn’t expecting it to be like a job interview, but it turned out to be that way. And maybe that is right, because this would be a significant departure for me; it could even be life changing. And it reminds me of how long it is since I have been for an interview for anything anywhere outside of the Corporation. We do live in our own self contained world, here in our bubble. It is a very satisfying world, but it feels almost entirely self referencing, with the exception of competitor comparisons and benchmarking. I have never been inside Bristol University before, only admired it is grand gothic exterior from afar, and I must say it does feel like an old venerable, solid and dependable establishment, just like it say in the tin. There is a distinct air of Hogwarts about it, leaving the feeling that I was in for something very different from the chrome and glass feel of other slick business schools that I had had experience of. 
As I sit here in the cafe across the road from the university tower sketching my impressions of the interview just gone, I must say that as an experience it was full of learning for me. I probably talked too much but then no change there. I said that I was interested in the learning for its own sake – what my interviewer called ‘the journey’ – as much as I was interested in the qualification. This must have seemed very arrogant.  I talked of the possibility of my breaking free from my fur-lined mouse trap at the Corporation at some stage, even of wanting to come and teach management possibly, of ‘giving something back’. I made it very clear that I was not ‘being sent’ by the Corporation and that this potential oxbow lake in my career was entirely of my own volition, though the Corporation would sponsor it. My interviewer said that it was very rare for people to be sent on this course; and that on the rare occasions where that has occurred it had rarely been satisfying for any of the parties involved.  What mattered, he emphasised, was to be ready. And at that point a bell seemed to chime. I realised I was having a ‘doink moment’. ‘Well I feel ready’ I spurted out, somewhat to my embarrassment, though it did feel like the truth. The rest of the interview went by in some kind of blur. As I sit here now in this cafe I feel clarified, energised. This course feels very much like something I need at this stage of my life and that it could be an important piece of the jigsaw that is my future in the making. And now that I have had a taste of it I realise want it more than I am comfortable to admit at this point. And if I am offered a place now I know that will say yes. I am up for this. 
The induction weekend.

Back to the cafe again, the induction weekend over, and I feel I need some ‘me space’, some journaling space before returning home. The reflective mood is on me, feeling like I have had a lot of people over the last forty eight hours and I need some space to sort out what has been occurring before re-entering my domestic space and all the questions that are likely to be awaiting me therein. And this journal as much as this café affords a really good reflective space. It was dramatic stepping into that room full of strangers. I that guess most of us sharing that sensation of going to school for the first time, pencils sharpened and seams straight but otherwise having little earthly idea of what might be lying in front of us.  The extended introductions session, which required us to pick a random postcard from a pile carelessly strewn on a table; and then to improvise a narrative around that image, proved revelatory. I could hardly believe how much richness there lay in peoples’ descriptions of why they were here, based on their spontaneously selected picture. I felt that my description was quite wooden compared to the poetic quality of some of the others. My image was of a steam train going over a precarious bridge with the driver hanging recklessly out of the side of the locomotive. I muttered about me being that driver, about my need to take a look over the corporate side, feel the exhilaration, even escape this mechanical contraption that was my career to date for a while. I talked of journeys and adventures. They seemed to listen intently, and then someone began to make some kind of psychological interpretation of my image and what I had to say of it.  I made light of this, but then noticed that laddish light-heartedness was not really the mood of this group at that stage. 
There was a lot of lecturing about doing academic work, some of which reminded me of what had gone before though some of it felt quite new. There was little doubt that we would be expected to read, and to develop our critical faculties at this University.  A highlight for me was the evening meal that we shared at a Tapas bar on the Saturday evening. This was really convivial and I sensed a conspiratorial mood of shared excitement and adventure. I discovered to my relief that some of the minds that I had found intimidating during the day revealed themselves as fellow humans with interesting back stories and senses of humour. The tutors were really friendly and approachable too. Overall I had a feeling that some of the cynicism and negativity that I had been aware of at the Corporation and in life in general, and had become habituated to, whether in the pub or in the airline lounge had been quite left behind. This world weariness was being replaced by a sense that we were all being the best we could be, for ourselves and for each other. I found myself thinking then expressing thoughts that surprised me that evening, that rarely come out of my mouth. And it was not just the wine talking. I have a real desire that this experience of fresh and open eyed learning does not somehow become normalised; that in our preoccupation with exams and assignments and the likes that we render this experience prosaic. 

In the space between the two weekends of the first taught unit, ‘Theories of Management Learning’.

I don’t know whether to laugh or to cry. I mean that first weekend just gone was terrific and insightful, but god there was so much theory. As one of the tutors said, it was akin to drinking from a fire-hose. I feel simultaneously overwhelmed and highly stimulated, to the point of wanting to abandon all other activities in my life to allow me to focus on this learning, which is totally unrealistic, but then it is a good feeling to have, this intensity of wanting to concentrate on one thing to the exclusion of all else. I want to know all about all of these theories, I feel like the veritable kid in the sweetshop with so much to choose from. I have been reading widely yet randomly, hoovering up just as much as I can in every crack in time available, of which there are precious few. 

The assignment requires us to critique a theory of management from the wide menu that we have been introduced to on the first weekend. I choose the Megginson piece on emergent learning; perhaps because it is the one I feel I will struggle with, coming as I do from a highly programmatic background; but I also feel that it will at one and the same time not only help me change but also help me understand the nature of this degree better to, immersed as it is emergent approaches. 

Post hand-in and marking of the third assignment.

As we get into a rhythm around these taught units, I would believe that we are understanding more of what is required of  these assignments. While there are ‘marking criteria’ all neatly listed in the students handbook, that there are no fixed formats for assignment completion, nor is there one standard. It feels as though there are a number of angles of attack that we might adopt, each with attendant degrees of risk. It is clearly not acceptable to be a-theoretical, as we are frequently reminded that this is a research-intensive university. But beyond that we stricture have a broad bandwidth of approach. In this process of discovering what is allowable, of finding out where the boundaries of acceptability are, I have tried approaching the unit tutor directly and negotiating my approach, exploring the options, testing the limits and assessing the risks. While negotiating the approach to the next assignment with the tutor, I took my courage in both hands to broach the subject of my marks. I said that while I feel that I am improving assignment by assignment, I am concerned that I have not yet hit a distinction, only a 68 and two mid 60s. I am aware of others doing better and am impatient to know how to do better. Not of course that the marks really matter that much I was quick to add; I am grateful to be passing, when what really matters most to me is the learning journey. The tutor shared a sardonic smile with me, counselling patience, saying that my learning trajectory was fine and the marks will surely follow my emerging scholarly practice in good time. And she stressed that marks in the 60’s were already no mean achievement. 

In receipt of copious feedback 

What I am growing to realise is that while the chats in class are great and the learning to be gained from throwing around ideas with my fellow classmates is enormous, this class based stuff is only one of the building blocks of our learning. I am also realising that I don’t get any marks at all for making a constructive contribution in class. If I am to win marks, then it is through reading a great deal; then through representing that reading in the quality of my written assignments.  And I am also learning that writing is not simply organising ideas of facts then simply writing them up, but that there is a strong creative element in the process of writing itself. The nostrum ‘how do I know what I think until I read what I say?’ is becoming increasingly meaningful for me. This ‘discovery writing’ feels so different in kind from the meccano style writing I do at work, for analyses and reports.  I have enthusiastically taken up the idea of keeping a learning journal which I am writing in now, while my personal journal also lies alongside. What I am noticing is that increasingly the two journals entries are beginning to merge into one, but what doesn’t change is the importance of capturing the learning moment. Certainly the practice of capturing learning in writing, though still elusive, is coming more easily than it did, and I am certainly feeling the benefit of it. And the additional optional creative writing exercises on Sundays are really helping with the development of my imaginative writing muscles too. 

I am not sure if I have ever understood the term ‘learning to learn’ before. It always felt that it was one of these ideas that folded back in on itself, a clever sounding but unsatisfactory term. But now I am seeing its relationship with Bateson’s concept of ‘independence of mind’, which is quite independent of my factual learning about management learning and its many theories. I was reading the other day about the distinction between deep and shallow learning. I must be honest and own that I am really good at shallow learning, that it has helped me fly through exams and the like in life and that it has served me well, but that it will not sustain nor nourish me for this degree. If I am really serious about developing a discerning critical faculty, then I must reach beyond the type of disposable shallow learning that is thrown away once you and the system are done with it. 

I ask myself the question ‘is any of this learning having any impact on my life outside of my books and writing, or is it all simply confined to interior ruminations? Is it pure self indulgence?’ My immediate answer at this stage is ‘very little’ but then I remember that only this week at work I confronted a consultancy that was selling us yet more change packed as tangible benefits. I confronted their main salesman – or ‘relationship manager’, as they would grandly style it! – by asking him ‘what model of change he was coming out of’. This question floored him. I followed this with an interrogation regarding their underlying change model, and its patent unsuitability given our position on the strategic curve. I felt confident, fully immersed in my new-found intellectual authority. The result was instant. We have been trying to shake off this consultancy for months and it was some sense of triumph that I witnessed their team departing with their tails between their teeth.  My colleagues were impressed with my intervention and were not slow to say so. So this is making a difference.

With regard to changes in my personal life occurring as a result of this degree, I feel that it is too early to say. I listen with avid interest as my colleagues in my ‘action learning set’ (ALS) chatter about major shifts and transitions that are occurring in their lives, some planned some not; some welcome some not. While I coat-tail on these tales, I am aware that while something may be shifting in my firmament, that it has insufficient shape to go public yet.. What I do feel is a continuing sense of refreshment, of a reawakening of a curiosity in the world around me. The main frustration at the moment is that I do not feel that I have enough time to do justice to the buckets full of reading that I would love to be doing. I buy more and more books yet know I will not do them justice. I regard classmates who have more time to devote to this reading with no little envy, and some degree of defensive inferiority.

 Post the ‘Art of Management’ module.

Wow! Well that unit on creativity and art in management, the first unit of the second year, has turned the whole degree on its head. Just when I felt that I had gotten into a rhythm with the learning here, knowing the terrain, and finding my own voice, now this unit has demanded an entirely different perspective.  I am not even sure that I can put words to it yet,  so it would be helpful to write down what occurred. After a really interesting two days of reflecting on aesthetic practices that would inform management learning – different ways of knowing – we were asked to do a deceptively simple thing, which was to construct an ‘artefact’ that would represent some aspect of life as it is lived within our back home organisations. 

I had no idea what I would produce, no idea what anyone else might produce either. What I eventually came up with, after much rather desperate scratching around, was to drag a rather large laurel branch in from the garden, then to festoon it with shoes that related to work. Shoes that I wear and have worn but have now discarded, shoes that colleagues at different levels, different genders wear to work. Somewhat despairing, and wondering where this might be headed, my shoe tree then began to speak to me of its meaning. I found myself evincing meaning around organisationally derived metaphors relating to shoes; ‘dead men’s shoes’ ‘getting a shoe up’ ‘a shoo-in’ ‘getting the boot’ ‘cobbling together’ ‘shoe-horning in policies’ ... suddenly the list seemed endless. This metaphor was enjoined by the idea of the tree being the career ladder, on which feet are firmly or tenuously placed and the importance of that ladder in all our lives. It really is quite pointless to pretend that it doesn’t exist, this career ladder it catch us all in the end. I was pleased with this as a product. I was little less than astounded to have had the experience of an artefact speaking to me, but speak to me it did. ‘If you build it the meaning will come’.  

The next day we were all required to present our artefacts, with a narrative supporting our creations. I jumped to go first, so nervous was I of the apparent flimsiness of my pretext, to get it over with. I rather surprised myself with the fluency with which I populated my branch and all of its attachments and connotations.  With relief I was then free to sit back, enjoy my classmates creations, revealing cushions, mobiles, suitcases, shop fronts, architectural models, decorated neckties, flasks of soup, story boards, the creativity seemed endless. And within each of these creations resided a really evocative and telling story. Some of the images were indelible.

As we chatted in our action learning set after this experience I noticed a pick up in the intensity of our conversation, which I think reflects the fact that we all now realise that our pending dissertations are much closer than we realised. I think we all realise that while we are now increasingly comfortable with the relatively short sprint of a 4000 word assignment, where we have learned to weave together theory, reflection and practice in a passable manner, even at times experimenting with alternative forms of representation; that none of us is yet ready for the long haul 20,000 word dissertation marathon. Most of us didn’t really have a putative topic in mind, let alone a sense of research strategy around that topic.

I explained my dilemma to the group. I was torn between doing something conventional to do with strategy, based in the here and now of the workplace, that would be of at least short-term value to the Corporation; and which I knew I would do competently, and for which I might even get a great grade without particularly having to breaking sweat as it would be well within my comfort zone.. Or doing something quite different, just for me, that would stretch me immensely into a different theatre of research and expression. Someone asked me what the Corporation’s wishes would be in all of this, as the sponsor. I explained that my actual sponsor had moved jobs a while ago; and that while no one was opposed to my doing this degree, no one in the hierarchy was that interested in supporting me in it or pointing my research in any particular direction. I was effectively self-sponsoring, and had high freedom to do what I wished.  As I said this I realised that my quoting the needs of the Corporation as a reason for doing the conventional was purely a safety net to keep me away from making the courageous decision to do something differently. With that realisation, I decided do the different thing, and hoped that marks would be given for taking a risk rather than staying with within my comfort zone. At one level here I feel that I am staring into the research abyss, there is so little known.
Mid dissertation. 

Now I am feeling all at sea, completely at sea, with only two months to go to thesis turn-in.  I am beginning to wish I had never chosen this topic, maybe never chosen this degree! My supervisor counsels patience once again, saying to give it time for the pattern with emerge. He credits me with courage and daring for going down this unconventional route. And he says that it is okay to be stuck. Imagine that it is okay to be stuck when all of my training has been to become the master of the universe. I wonder if I will ever write any more of this dissertation. I struggle to write privately in this journal.

It is over.

It is done. And the time has come to read through some of these journal entries relating to the struggle to give birth to my dissertation. My supervisor was right of course. Persistence and patience did win the day. In the end coherence of a type dawned and I found expression of my topic in the way that I felt worked to my satisfaction, and should be defensible to the examiners.  Well-wishers say it must be a great feeling to be finished, but the fact a part of me feels quite empty; spent of all adrenaline and rather wondering whatever to do next, if indeed there is a next. I flip back through this journal, and find a record that speaks to that heightened feeling that we all had at the beginning that we had somehow brought our higher selves to this degree, that for a period in our lives we were leaving cynicism and mundanity behind us.  I wonder now if I might lose that container. 

Last night we students met to plan for graduation. Our conversation turned to the topic of the impact of the last two years on all of our lives. We recognised that it was not possible to attribute all of the changes that had happened in our lives to the degree, thought the degree of change and transition had been considerable, much of it a function of this stage in our lives, in mid career and mid-life.. At some level doing this degree has further stressed and compounded already stressed and complex lives. In other ways it has provided a haven, a sanctuary of a type and a promise of a life that may have different priorities from the ones we have grown to know.

 Even within the two years some have had their lives turned upside down, leaving them pointing in quite different directions.  My life is not quite like that but changes are stirring, I hesitate then pluck up courage enough to say that I am thinking of doing a part time PhD, with a view to doing some academic teaching at some point. They say I must be mad. 
Qualitative validation of the narrative text.

Locating my text in the interpretivist canon. 

Before putting my narrative out in the world,  I was well aware that I what I had created was a radical departure from traditional management research methods; and that conventional validation approaches such as triangulation alone where the text is judged on positivist criteria would not suffice in this instance. It was clear that before I embarked on the task of designing an alternative type validation, that first I would need to know what type of representational form that I was validating, and to seek defences for the method itself. Such an exploration of ‘legitimation’ strategies would be entirely consistent with the wider emanicipatory ‘action research’ (Reason and Bradbury 2001).
I speculated that my text could fall within the variety of experimental methods and approaches that Richardson (2005) styles as ‘Creative Analytic Processes’ (CAP). Her emphasis is upon the possible for the fusion of the creative and the analytic within the one text, within a process that she describes as ‘writing as inquiry’.  She emphasises that

‘Any dinosaurian beliefs that the “creative” and the “analytic” are contradictory and incompatible modes are standing in the path of a meteor; they are doomed for extinction (2005:962)’. 

 She continues...

‘CAP ethnographies are not alternative or experimental; they are, in and of themselves, valid and desirable representations of the social ….. CAP ethnography displays the writing process and the writing product as deeply entwined; both are privileged. The product cannot be separated from the producer, the mode of production or the method of knowing (Richardson, 2005:962).’

I was to learn from Speedy (2005: 403) that ‘distillation and description’ are different from ‘explanation or analysis’. She emphasises that form is not all, and that the substance must contribute towards knowledge if this writing as inquiry approach is to work, otherwise it will be heavily discounted as being highly superficial. I learn with some excitement that writing as inquiry involves the disrupting of accepted written forms. Speedy indicates the nature of the disruption thus 

‘All texts, such as those in this journal, are edited, selected, pruned and spruced in order to draw the eyes of the reader towards certain spaces. Writing as a form of inquiry (as opposed to the ‘writing up’, a kind of mopping up process at the end of an otherwise apparently already completed study) makes these representational practices as explicit and transparent as possible. It is a form of research that uses writing both as a research tool or craft in its own right and/or as a method of re-presenting the words of participants’ (2005:403).

I began to understand through this reading how it might be to seek descriptive evocative evidence.  I was to learn from Van Manen (2002) about three "moments" in the writing process: these three moments are defined as describing, storying, and questioning, moments that, taken together, are seen to make up the ‘re-storying’ process, a description which resonated strongly with the re-storying process I had been involved with.
Van Manen (2002) suggests that it is not necessarily helpful for researchers to learn "how to write down" their reflections or "how to write up" their results. What should be more helpful is learning "how to write." He posits qualitative writing as an ‘active struggle for understanding lived meanings of the lifeworld’. This struggle requires that the writer be attuned to others and their voices, and to the way they speak to us. He states that ‘These words need to touch us, guide us, stir us’ (2002: 22)
Defining my approach towards qualitative validation.
 Simply stated, validation may be defined as providing evidence to others that you are doing what you said you set out to do. In this instance it is’ for example providing evidence that I am discovering more of the MLC student ‘lived experience’; it does not need to mean that I am ‘proving’ some inalterable scientific truth. These others to whom I am providing evidence are not an amorphous mass, they can differentiated into various audiences. These audiences would include the co-creatives who work with me on the construction of this text, and also perhaps their colleagues and families; other MLC students; there are my examiners, and my supervisor; there is a possible audience of management and education academics. I conjecture that each of these groups will have distinct criteria for measurement of the validity of this text. For some, the criteria will be explicit. For many it will be a matter of subjective judgment, as validation in the area of qualitative inquiry is far less developed, and more obscure than say validation methods for the quantitative sciences, where the validation rituals are well established, as in drug testing for example with its double blind tests and similar well tested procedures. Qualitative interpretative inquiry is far less mature and therefore needs to approached with some caution, where the validation process itself needs of necessity to be emergent.   

Turning to the emergent literature on qualitative validation, the foundations were laid by Guba and Lincoln (1985) through their publishing of ‘Fourth Generation Evaluation’ which broke the mould in the sense of recognizing and measuring ‘naturalistic inquiry’. Since this breakthrough there has been a profusion of literature on qualitative validation, replete with a barrage of terms for validity, including ‘authenticity, goodness, verisimilitude, adequacy, trustworthiness, plausibility, validity, and credibility’. (Creswell and Miller 2000:21). Richardson (2005) suggests that validation may be achieved through the use of crystalline structures, where ‘crystals are prisms that reflect externalities and refract within themselves. …. What we see depends on our angle of repose’. (p522)  This notion of crystalline structures is a further reminder for the researcher to be aware always of where he or she am situated in relation to the research.

Creswell and Miller (2000) do not encourage throwing ‘triangulation’ out with the fourth generation bathwater.  They point to Denzin’s (2005) four categories of triangulation: that is to say to triangulate through participants; through theories; through methods and among different investigators.  This immediately takes triangulation beyond investigation of a single point of measurement. Lincoln and Guba (1988) point to the importance of ‘member checking’, that is to say checking back with participants in the research, which is something that has become second nature to me in any case, in my practice. Clandinin & Connelly (2000) term this process ‘negotiation’. Ethnographers’ emphasis the need for time in the field as a validation check, if one is to build a rich description. Collaboration is an adequate validation lens, as is the seeking of ‘disconfirming’ data as well as confirming data to test the emergent hypotheses, and to test researcher bias.  
Speedy (2000), addresses issues of ‘policing’ inherent in qualitative validation. She has developed a set of qualitative validation criteria which neatly summarise the work of many others, including Heron and Reason (2001) and Lather (1986). The criteria mentioned include substantive contribution; aesthetic merit; impact; reflexivity; participatory ethics and ‘near experience’. Her recommendation is not to adopt these criteria wholesale but rather to adapt them; to craft the criteria in emergent fashion, around the original research goals of that specific project and the products that emerge in the process of ‘writing into’ the study. Nor do these crafted criteria remain immutable. They may need modification in the light of response to the text, which will illumine that which the audience believes to important or meaningful within the text. Sparkes (2007) would concur on this need for selectivity on the choice of criteria and cautions against the dangers of moving towards a science of ‘criteriology’, suggesting instead that the researcher might trust instead in a sense of ‘warm connoisseurship’ being extended towards her work.
Bearing these cautions in mind - and acknowledging that validation is a dynamic unfolding process – I decided that the criteria that might best apply to this second person inquiry might include

· Near experience; testing the extent to which this text seems ‘truthful’, embodying a sense of lived experience

· Impact; does this text have generative power (Bateson ), in the sense of generating new questions or moving me to write or to try new research practices? Does this resonate with me, affecting me emotionally and intellectually?

· Aesthetic quality; does the text draw you in, is it highly readable? Is it aesthetically pleasing, artistically shaped, using creative practices that open up the text and invite interpretive responses?
· Contribution; does the text contribute to our understanding of social / cultural life, demonstrating a deeply grounded human-world understanding and perspective. Does it makes transparent the way this perspective has informed the construction of this text. 

Validation strategy for second person inquiry phase.  
My second person validation strategy involved the testing of the narrative journal piece against these criteria with five principal audiences; me, the author; my original respondents and co-creators; a selected number of my colleagues in the Department of Management; a number of MLC students from outside of the Corporation; and GSoE colleagues, including my supervisor.  My self evaluation is broadly covered above in my reflections on the conclusion of the representational creative process above, and in my research journal in Appendix One. My summary of that would be that while I felt that it was a bold move and that it satisfied me somewhat – given that it is never finished – that I was uncertain as to whether the outside world might know what it was, though I had a confidence that my co-creators at least would recognise themselves in the narrative, and that this would spark a ‘second order refection’ (Bateson 1972, Argyris 1992) for them on their MLC experience. 
Respondents or co-creators responses.

I approached this group on an individual basis, by sending them an electronic copy of the text then subsequently meeting up to review their responses, which were rich, generous and various. They scored the narrative account highly on ‘near experience’, enthusiastically declaring that it captured their wider lived experience accurately. They acknowledged that while a generic account could not capture every nuance of each individual experience; they felt that the core of the narrative contained enough common material to allow them to populate it with their own particular memories and associations. They suggested that the impact was high, in that it encouraged them to reflect deeply on this MLC episode; and to take their own transition more seriously somehow, and not to discount it as ‘just something I did’. In that way they reported that the account assisted them in meaning making, in reconstructing or re-storying, and perhaps ‘restoring’ their developmental journey.  

They were complimentary as to the aesthetic quality of the piece. They felt that it drew them in and then kept them there to the end. They were taken by the extent to which they recognised themselves in the text, and said how interesting it was to read their own experience mirrored back to them across the whole period of two years, commenting on the power of weaving the episodes together on a time line, rather than focusing in memory on fragmented episodes. The journal conceit worked for them. They felt that it had a ring of authenticity to it, not least as it reflected the reality that a number of them were still keeping a journal, or had kept a learning journal during the course of the degree. 

With regards to contribution they reported that that they would be really happy to share this account with others, including intimates and also selective colleagues at the Corporation to help them understand what they had experienced through, and what influence MLC had bought to bear upon their wider development beyond the gaining of a qualification. Overall they reported that they had been really pleased to have played a part in the construction of this text; and they expressed that despite their busy lives that they would be keen to be a part of whatever unfolded during the third party phase. They also had a few ideas of their own as to what the third party might comprise, which there is no need to rehearse here, but suffice to say were rich and adventurous.  

Department of Management colleagues responses
There were some interesting, provocative and even at times painful divergences among colleagues in my own department reception of this piece. Interestingly, for  those colleagues without experience of teaching this MLC or other part-time degrees for mid career professionals – who were also somewhat less experienced researchers – they reported that they found the narrative a useful insight, expressing that it would assist them as teachers if and when they came to work with such a cohort.  They said that they were attracted by the unusual, accessible representation of the research findings, saying that they felt the piece had strong aesthetic merit. They reflected that it probably reflected ‘near experience’ of the students, that it sounded plausible and resonated with their own mature student experiences, but with the caveat that they did not know enough about this specific experience to judge the degree of verisimilitude accurately.

By contrast, my sharing of this with more senior colleagues who both had some experience of teaching this degree – and who were also experienced researchers – met with a distinctly different and certainly less enthusiastic reception.  Part of the reason for this different reception lay in the fact that I had not positioned the sharing of the piece as best I might. Somewhat in a rush, I volunteered the piece as an offering for a hastily organised lunch time research workshop – the first in  supposed series -  the purpose of which was to allow we management academics to have research work in progress critiqued by colleagues (interestingly, the series was quietly aborted after this episode, never to be mentioned again).  With only a few hours to prepare them for consideration of my text, I distributed the narrative text with little preamble as to what it was, where it came from or what it was intended to do in the world.  I freely admit that I was then  attempting to make a virtue of this shortage of time for positioning, deciding that it would be useful to test whether or not the text stood alone; to see whether it provoked lively spontaneous debate and exchange; at assess whether ‘showing not telling’ (Ellis 2006) would work. The answer to this question was a resounding ‘no; that it did not stand alone, and on that basis a steady stream of criticism flowed throughout the workshop, even from those that had admittedly read only a fragment of the text.
A primary criticism concerned the fact that this narrative could not stand alone; and that if ‘it were to stand any chance of being published’ then much work needed to be done to get it in shape.  I realised at this point that a very different criteria was being applied than any I had visualised, that is to say the requirement that this be prepared for publication. I said more than once that this was a piece of action research – that it was for the benefit of the participants as much as for the honour and glory of the researcher, that it was incomplete, that it was not intended for an academic audience beyond my M Ed examiner – but I felt that this went unheard.

The secondary criticism was that while the text was aesthetically well crafted, that it was too glowingly positive of the degree. One colleague said rather bitingly that it read ‘like an advertorial’. This metaphor was readily and forcefully adopted by other colleagues who said that the authenticity of the piece was deeply undermined by its failing to incorporate an element of shade as well as light in its treatment of the lived experience. The asked ‘surely they said there must have been bad times talked about, and criticisms of the course made?’ They said that for academic credibility there needed to be criticism and balance

A supportive voice came from a colleague – a mature PhD student, once of the Corporation who had attended MLC and had also been a co-creator of the narrative – who had been not a little shocked by this reception. He endorsed the authenticity from his perspective, suggested that this might be an ‘appreciative inquiry’ (Reason & Bradbury 2001). This countervailing intervention carried no ice; in fact the ‘appreciative inquiry’ remark seemed incendiary to my colleagues. Towards the end of this episode they then said ‘we hope that you are not taking this personally? Because if you are you shouldn’t be!’. This was meant to be supportive, I knew; but the fact was that I was feeling hurt and misunderstood by this treatment and was deeply discouraged from further simultaneous sharing in fairly impromptu circumstances. 
With the passage of time, I have calmed and am able to see this with a different perspective, as an illuminating but none the less painful piece of research dramaturgy. Some of the lessons learned would include the need for the ‘topping and tailing’ of such narrative pieces, especially for critical academic audiences. This was also reinforcement of Torbert’s (2001) wisdom not to prematurely move into the relatively risky area of third person inquiry – which this was an unwitting adventure into – without first ensuring that the second person inquiry learnings had been elucidated and internalised. 

I was also to learn to be alive to the possibility that alternative or conflicting validation criteria might be introduced by readers, such as the ‘publishablilty’ criteria which loomed so large here, though it had never been on my mind; also to not to underestimate the power of superordinate constucts such as publishablilty for an academic audience – or perhaps profitability or relevance for an management audience. It was certainly somewhat discomforting for me to discover that while my colleagues are intellectually sympathetic towards action research; that their default is to judger research as to its capacity to satisfy the research assessment exercise (RAE). Sparkes writes a narrative account of the hegemony of the RAE in his narrative entitled ‘Embodiment, academics and the audit culture: a story seeking consideration’ (2007). It interests me that this exploration of narrative inquiry should trouble the issue of that which the academy- as opposed to my co-creators – would find acceptable. I am quite sure in all of this that my colleagues are quite right and that I should be attending to publication and all that goes with that, it is just  that I find the implications dismaying. 

I also question whether I should, for ethical reasons, run this account of mine past them to test how they might feel about my making this somewhat public. There is little doubt that their version of events might vary and that they could feel impugned by this.  Perhaps they should be given the opportunity to unearth  and vocalise their ‘counter-narrative’ (Dawson & Buchanan 2005) of the lunchtime, just as they had quite legitimately demanded that I remain open to the possibility that a counter narrative be allowed of the student experience.  This notion of ‘negotiating narratives’, of opening up spaces for that, is an intriguing one, and one that I tempted to experiment with during the third party phase. One hesitation I have is that the academic ‘satisfy the RAE’ discourse is such a ‘dominant narrative’ (Dawson & Buchanan 2005) that I might be damaged in the process. Which does of course raise the participatory ethics issue that goes beyond that of protecting my potentially vulnerable respondents from harm; it also includes protecting me the researcher from harm! This would then comprise exercising the duty of care towards self.
Other challenges from my colleagues that I would not dispute would include their challenging of my positioning, and questioning the extent to which I could be detached, though the co-creator feedback would suggest that I was not unduly ‘spinning’ the narrative in favour of MLC and its teachers and marketers. They raised the issue also of my ‘signature’ (Clandinin & Connelly 2000), of my voice being strong in the piece. An interesting nuance here is that they are somewhat familiar with my narrative first person voice. This was not an issue for others who were unfamiliar, who found the voice ‘neutral’; and probably female! 

Overall I felt that it was highly enlightening to have introduced this ‘disconfirming data’ (Lincoln & Guba 1985) though I may choose to be more prepared next time around, though it may be that some of the strongest learning experiences visit it – or that we attract them – when we are least prepared .  

Students and alumni employed outside of the Corporation responses
My third validation port of call was to MLC alumni who had not been surveyed, but who were contemporaries of the Corporation alumni. My speculation was that this group might well provide an alternative and possibly disconfirming voice from those students from the Corporation. They attested that the text conformed to their sense of verisimilitude for the respondents, indicating that in many ways that it chimed with their experience also. They were complimentary towards the aesthetics, saying that the story really drew them in, and they enjoyed the show not tell approach, leaving them to draw their own inferences. While this was not their story – they felt that it reflected a certain type of corporation ‘personality’ that had been shaped by the ‘can do’ attitudes within the Corporation – they felt that this or an adaptation of it could be really useful to share with their intimates or colleagues.
An interesting opportunity opened up when recently running the closing unit for the stratman degree. Part of this was to reflect on their two year taught experience while part of it was to expose then to narrative methods and reflective practice, in preparation for their dissertation phase. It occurred to me that the sharing of an abridged version of ‘notes from a corporate learner’ could fulfil both of these purposes. To these ends I requested that the class read the narrative, and then to frame their responses against a set of qualitative validation criteria that I shared post the reading, these criteria roughly approximating to the criteria outlined above. 
These students said of the authenticity of the ‘lived experience’ of the narrative that it did ring true, and that it certainly read like someone’s journal. They commented on the way the narrative picked up pace and showed some style changes, which reflected well the episodic nature of the experience and of a journal of the same. They felt that the text was honest; some felt too honest, and they were uncomfortable with the level of disclosure, while others were drawn by the intimate account. 

 It was clearly important for this group to speculate about the personality and gender of the author.  She was definitely a woman, most of them said; and she was highly disclosing of her emotions; which could mean that she was highly self confident; or quite the opposite!  They believed that she was a high achiever pushing for results but was quite closed to others, existing within her own tunnel. They said that a definite personality emerged as they read; that she had a sense of humour; self knowing, introspective, and self effacing. 

They felt that it worked as a journal, but that because it was a journal then the text rather suffered. This was because they felt there was no overview, that they were simply walking alongside of the author. This failure to contextualise or theorise they felt was a limitation to journaling, which in its own way opened up a debate on the efficacy of journaling – was there any point to it? One other voice felt that there was a lack of respect for the Corporation shown by the author; which nicely opened up a debate about the extent to which such students need to subvert authority in some ways to gain detachment and learning. 

They expressed that they were drawn in by the text but that they did not feel especial empathy or ‘warm and fuzzy’ feelings towards the author. Instead they felt largely neutral. They did not feel that they were being sold the course of the author. One person felt that it was perhaps over long and that it could have been broken up by photographs or diagrams. Others agreed when they heard this diea. This led to a wider debate with regard to alternative representational media, such as blogs, graphic novels, video, ‘twittering’, the use of a newspaper format to signal headlines such as ‘word count crunch!’; or ‘Confidence crisis!’. They wondered whether this format had been excessively smoothed by me; and they could see the value in a collective biography that would allow the different experiences to wrestle together on the page. They felt that whatever the representational format that the artefact could not stand alone; that it would need some sort of ‘topping and tailing’ for an audience that came to it cold, or it would be unlikely to be read.
They concluded that the reading of the journal had caused them to individually and collectively to reflect on their own somewhat different experience, and they could quite see how such a narrative could do its useful work in the world by prompting reflection and discussion. One major issue that remained on their minds was that of the time it would take to come with such a product. Related to that concern, they wondered whether the process of much iteration of form and text might be moving the researcher away from the ‘truth’ as much as it was somehow distilling it for the reader. This was a really important and contentious question, which prompted strenuous debate which we did not resolve. 

Encouraged by this experiment, I was emboldened later that week to share this abridged text with a much larger class of 80 or so MBA students at a different university where I was teaching, using the same evaluation criteria. With this much larger group, the responses were very similar. The biggest difference was even less identification with the author, as they were not from their university, so it drew them in less, and was generally less interesting. This would suggest to me that the further away a text gets from its original audience; it may be that it loses some of its representational potency. It still worked strongly to teach narrative method though.  What dawned on me as I reflected on both of these experiences was that I was now straying into third person inquiry; and that unlike the premature third person inquiry that had proved risky with my colleagues; that perhaps this inquiry was more mature, that the product and its meaning has been worked up more and that it was therefore safer to release it upon a wider public. 
GSoE colleagues (and beyond Department of Management academics)responses.
The few colleagues from the GSoE that I shared this with – probably sympathetic colleagues – echoed many of the validatory comments made by the other populations listed above. They felt that this account does illuminate a world of adult learning built upon andragogic assumptions (Knowles 1980) that are quite distinct from those underpinning undergraduate teaching and learning. They felt that his narrative approach brought a refreshing and different perspective that could be used more often to either support or replace traditional quantitatively based educational research.   
You the reader!

This is the audience of future readers I can only speculate about. It will be most interesting to learn of the examiners assessment of this dissertation and of the validity of the narrative that serves as its fulcrum. The dissertation handbook is clear as to the assessment criteria that apply to the dissertation. Among these would be a requirement that I show measure and balance in the claims that I might make for this alternative research method, and also for the claims that I might make regarding the MLC experience. As I understand it the assessment would reward research risk and originality that does not surrender rigour; which brings an added element of demand on the accuracy of my own assessment of method and product. At this point of writing it feels quite a precarious tightrope to tread.

Summary of validation results.
Overall I find the totality of these validation results collected to date really encouraging. There seems a remarkable convergence between the validation criteria that I essayed at the outset of the exercise, and those that are discerned from others responses. There is also a high degree of correspondence of view as to the efficacy of my narrative as measured against this criteria. This would say that as second person inquiry, this exercise had proved successful, within its own terms.
My explorations beyond the relatively safe boundaries of second person inquiry suggest that I cannot assume that other audiences will share our criteria or our assessment of research impact based on those criteria. In fact, my foray into third party response would indicate that caution should be exercised when entering the third party space, and allowance made for the introduction of criteria which could prove life threatening for the qualitative research artefact.  This raises the interesting question of how criteria – and competing narratives – might be negotiated at the third party inquiry stage, as there could clearly be great richness in engaging in such negotiation; but that it could greatly disturb accepted paradigms of research validation.

Reflections on narrative method: potentialities and limitations. 

I would conclude from this research experience that there are great potentialities in the use of narrative method. Or as one of my departmental colleagues suggested, ‘this is a marmite method maybe. You either love it or you hate it’. To my mind the method works even when it stirs conflict – perhaps especially when it stirs conflict - though researcher needs to exercise some caution lest he or she become hurt, isolated, invalidated or undermined in the process.  The reality that such research is never truly finished, which to some could be seen to be a great strength in that it mimics indeterminate reality. For others it is perceived to be one of its greatest limitations, that it seems endless and un-boundaried, where it feels impossible to draw a line and to say ‘this is what we definitely know’.  It feels like a fluffy process that could go on forever without conclusion. 

However I do feel from this experiment of working with narrative inquiry that the narrative form does lend itself to ‘beginnings, middles and endings’, and to that extent it came convey a satisfying sense of completion and closure in the story; or at least on the story so far. I am also intrigued by the notion of the capacity of the narrative to surface or provoke counter narratives that offer themselves up for negotiation. It is in this act of provoking generative responses that make this approach more powerful than simply writing up ones findings in a mechanical fashion, where the artefact is the research as much as the original utterances in research conversation ever were (Leitch 2007).
A limitation or a consideration surfaced by this research is that of the positioning of the researcher, and of the need to locate that positioning within the text explicitly, for the benefit of the reader. On reflection though this does raise the question of how seldom researchers do actually declare their interest – or just as interestingly chart their shifting agency, identity positionality as the research follows its own direction. Perhaps a virtue of this method is that it demands such declaration, and opens up a negotiation around that. (Clandinin & Connelly 2000). 

I would also observe that narrative inquiry invites the researcher to capture the story of writing the story, or ‘writerly stories’ as Richardson (2005) would have it, or the ‘double narrative’ in De Certeau’s (2000) terminology. There seems somehow to be an inevitability about this, as it seems part of the revealing of authorial intention to make the making of the artefact as transparent as possible. There is one level at which you could interpret this dissertation as a double narrative; as me telling the story of writing the story, of seeking to understand, to problematise and at some level to defend that process
Progression to third person inquiry
One concluding question might be to ask would be whether this research has proved successful against the goals set at the beginning; or indeed against goals that have emerged in the course of the research. My tentative answer would be that the goals have been largely met, in the sense that an artefact has been produced which – certainly at the second person inquiry stage – has enhanced understanding and has enabled stakeholders and sponsors to hold a common conversation utilising this artefact as a reference point. I would also claim that in the conducting of this research that much more is known now about the fuller lived experience than was known before it began; and furthermore that the knowing matters and that it will make a perceptible difference for past current and future students, and for the teachers of the programme. 

Beyond these benefits this inquiry has also allowed for a reflective experiment with action research approaches; with narrative inquiry; and with the validation of the same which have proved enlightening and encouraging of more experimentation for those who have taken part in the research.  Continued experimentation with these approaches would include this research making the transition to third person inquiry; and to engagement with the ‘propositional’ and subsequent ‘action’ elements of Heron’s (1996) extended epistemology. Given that the students on this course were already immersed in management learning theory, it is hardly surprising to learn that they were already journeying toward the propositional at the second party representational phase. In fact it was not always easy to keep them away from developing propositions. Appendix Three gives a taste of where such a propositional journey might be headed, based on what was surfacing during the second phase. I find the makings that emerged from this interesting and exciting, as inferences and propositions so developed provide often confirming and at times challenging counterpoints to existing management learning theory. One satisfying conclusion derived from these propositional inquiries would be that the design, practice and lived experience of MLC itself is largely aligned  with what we currently  know to be progressive adult learning practice.  
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Appendix One: researchers journal extracts.

The beginning of this interview or research conversation process was quite an affront. I realised quite early on that many of the assumptions that I held dear with regard to what was important in the this degree, and what the students and ex students might be occupied with were quite invalid; or if not invalid, then they were not top of mind for the students. Where I was concerned with the negativity of university restrictions and the imposition of undergraduate teaching assumptions on these students, this seemed to do little more that provide a minor inconvenience to them. They were keen to go ahead and talk about what it was that they wanted to talk about. This was powerful learning for me, or re-learning, that in the end you need to attend to what it is that respondents have in mind as they will always come back to it anyway. (Speedy 2008). And that therein lie many really important clues and leads. 

So, once I got myself out of the way of the unfolding process, the conversations flowed really well, seeming crammed full of rich full images of their time here at the university. I was struck by how important this degree had been for them as a pivotal mid life experience, and how honest and enthusiastic they were in there urge to recount this experience. I was struck also by the unanimity of view that was shared by respondents as they storied their worlds. I would check myself from time to time to test whether or not I was imposing this convergence of view and of experience, but I really felt that I was not overly forcing this thematic congruity. It was palpable and grew as they process unfolded to the extent that I felt I was reaching the point of saturation (Corbin 1982) where more conversations were likely to be delivering a very similar result.  

Once I accepted that this emergent study was likely to be about students’ experience of the MLC degree, then the information that I had collected slowly began to configure itself into recognisable clusters and themes. This did not come easily at first; it took many hours of listening to the tapes, of transcription, of going through my notes made immediately after the conversations; or immersion in the data, before a picture began to emerge. Once the themes became clear, then I was faced with the challenge of how to ‘re-present’ them. (Geertz 1974). I worked with a number of more conventional representations, such as charts and tables and the liked, but I remained dissatisfied that these did not do justice to the richness and intensity of the revelations that I had had the privilege of bearing witness to. In the end it took a trip to Skye in early Autumn, and the prospect of five consecutive early mornings without interruption, to allow me to gather the fragments of my data collection around me and attempt to make sense of them from a different point of observation. (Wheatley 1994). 

What emerged from this fresh point of observation pleased and disturbed me at the same time, for what began to flow somewhat automatically was this faux journal, written as if it were extracts from a student journal captured over a four year period. It pleased me in the sense that I increasingly trusted the flow as it seemed to effortlessly pull in all of the salient points raised repeatedly in the research conversations. At some level it seemed to be writing itself, as various pieces of data clamoured for attention on the table before me, or jumped into my mind at just the time when it felt that I did not know where to go with this next. There a strange feeling of not being in control, yet at the same time implicitly trusting what was emerging. The other insight that revealed itself was that I was not entirely doing this for others. During the course of this research my department assigned me to the programme directorship of another post experience degree, and I realised that this making sense of the MLC experience was as much to gain a sense of closure for me, to gain some meaning making, as much as it was to deliver a detached polished rendition of professional social inquiry. On the other hand there was rising within me the impulse to create this artefact as some kind of gift or appreciation for the students who had been with me on this journey. I was aware that the boundary between self and others was becoming blurred.  

After each morning’s work I felt that I had done justice to each of the phases, expressed in a way that was not too far away from the students’ voices. It disturbed me in that it would be susceptible to the charge of artifice, that I was just making this stuff up, and romanticising the student experience. Which I would do wouldn’t I, as one of the deliverers of this degree? I was also concerned about the length of this as it grew, in part because the it may be too long to constitute the research findings for a Masters dissertation; and generally too long in the sense that it may not continue to hold the reader’s attention. Alongside of this worry about length ran a contradictory anxiety that I was not doing justice to all of the richness that I has heard, that I was leaving stuff out. I could only console myself with the thought that little is ‘finished’, or neatly tied with a bow in this type of research. It is a messy and wasteful process, and it will always feel unfinished. (De Certeau 2000). And so it came to pass,. That moment when for a variety of reasons I felt that it was over, that this representation was complete. I was able to push my chair back, take a walk among the hills and allow this piece to settle in my mind and in my spirit.

Once this was done, my momentary sense of completion, my moment of grace was replaced with a fresh set of anxieties concerned with however I might get this out into the world. I had to recognise that while I may have fallen in love with this research over the time that I had been intimate with it, that not everyone else would share my infatuation.  I was on the one hand really keen to get it out there; and on the other hand apprehensive as to the reception that it would receive, especially from a critical academic audience. It was reassuring to remind myself that this was an action research process, and that I was not solely responsible for the delivery of this product. It would require futher dialogue with the original respondents during the negotiation (Clandinin and Connelly 2004) and member checking phases (Creswell and Miller 1994) before it would struggle out to see the light of day during the third party ‘political’ phase of the action research process. In fact in writing the word dialogue I reminded myself that the whole purpose of this exercise was to promote the quality of reflective dialogue that would nudge this sense making process along a little. Accompanying these anxieties was the sense that I was the last person fit to be judging whether this narrative that I had constructed was in any way a fair representation of the truthfulness (Speedy 2008) of the circumstances that I was attempting to capture. 

I wanted to get it out there to find out what others made of it. I was also keen to test whether this process of ‘showing not telling’ (Frank 1995) would work in practice; or whether people would be demanding explication and accuse me of not spelling out – or even of not knowing – what all of this added up to, and what it was that it may lead to in terms of practical action in the real world.  I recognised that I was fearful of my being dumbfounded, open mouthed, silent in the face of the ‘so what’ question. I was also keen to test whether this representation was beyond a novel means delivering research findings; and to test whether this artefact was in fact data itself, which constitutes meaning making (Weick 1979).

Student research participants’ responses to this journal narrative. 

My first port of call on completion of this artefact was to ‘member check’ or negotiate the truthfulness of this account, as well as to test whether any ethical boundaries had been transgressed in the creation of this account, as I was fully aware that it included multiple fragments of individual accounts. The feedback on the ethics check was reassuring, with my participants declaring that while they were able to recognise themselves and others in the account, that they had no objections to this representation. With regard to whether this account ‘worked’ for them or not, the overwhelming feedback was that the account worked well in capturing the key moments in the degree experience, although clearly individual experiences comprised variations on this broad theme.

These participants reported that the narrative had caused them to reflect deeply upon their experience, and assisted them in thinking afresh about what this experience had meant to them in the course of their lives. Beyond that sense of individual sense-making, each in turn were eager to suggest ways in which this account could be used to assist others outside of this experience to understand better what the experience comprised. They suggested that it could be useful for colleagues and family who had supported the experience to better understand how it had been form the inside, and to invite them into a dialogue into what the experience had been about.  They said it could be used as a way of attenuating potential students to the realities of the degree experience, though there were cautions as to the extent to which you can condition peoples expectations in advance as to their reception of what is after all a largely experiential learning degree. They also felt that it would be most useful tool to open up conversations with the department as to the next steps in their education, including continuing with the department on a PhD, which one of the respondents is already doing, and which at least two of the others are immediately interested in. In some powerful ways this exercise has already facilitated and precipitated this process. That is in the sense both of opening the dialogue and also of opening their ideas to alternative forms of research, such as action research and narrative inquiry.  

As we took this conversation further, then we began to deep drill into a more granular evaluation of the piece, found myself pulling out the speedy amalgamation of the various typologies of qualitative criteria. 

My first port of call on completion of this artefact was to ‘member check’ the truthfulness of this account, as well as to test whether any ethical boundaries had been transgressed in the creation of this account, as I was fully aware that it included multiple fragments of individual accounts. The feedback on the ethics check was reassuring, with my participants declaring that while they were able to recognise themselves and others in the account, that they had no objections to this representation. With regard to whether this account ‘worked’ for them or not, the overwhelming feedback was that the account worked well in capturing the key moments in the degree experience, although clearly individual experiences comprised variations on this broad theme.

These participants reported that the narrative had caused them to reflect deeply upon their experience, and assisted them in thinking afresh about what this experience had meant to them in the course of their lives. Beyond that sense of individual sense-making, each in turn were eager to suggest ways in which this account could be used to assist others outside of this experience to understand better what the experience comprised. They suggested that it could be useful for colleagues and family who had supported the experience to better understand how it had been form the inside, and to invite them into a dialogue into what the experience had been about.  They said it could be used as a way of attenuating potential students to the realities of the degree experience, though there were cautions as to the extent to which you can condition peoples expectations in advance as to their reception of what is after all a largely experiential learning degree. They also felt that it would be most useful tool to open up conversations with the department as to the next steps in their education, including continuing with the department on a PhD, which one of the respondents is already doing, and which at least two of the others are immediately interested in. In some powerful ways this exercise has already facilitated and precipitated this process. That is in the sense both of opening the dialogue and also of opening their ideas to alternative forms of research, such as action research and narrative inquiry.

The students were warm to the journal entry conceit, and flet that as a device this worked well to convey a complex patch work of life experience.  

As we took this conversation further, then we began to deep drill into a more granular evaluation of the piece, found myself pulling out the speedy amalgamation  of the various typologies of qualitative criteria.
Appendix Two: Propositional Knowing.
(This section contains a number of partly completed texts relating to the development of propositional knowing. It is left deliberately unfinished, fragmented to indicate the stage that might come before the full development of propositional knowing in third person inquiry, which is beyond the scope of this inquiry. It may be of interest to note how the propositions begin to tentatively emerge from the thinking that is done on paper by me, the author; and through interaction with my co-creators. There is also a sense in which the relating of connections with known sources is mostly deeply helpful; but there are times when the intellectual shortcuts these offer are decidedly unhelp, though seductive to take as they offer a route out of indeterminacy. Most of the sources quoted are within the MLC canon though some are outside of that, and an extension of the same.).
Author’s reflections

Third party engagement is outside of the scope of this study. I need to remind myself that I drew boundary between representational and propositional but I notice that we are always pushing the edges.. However this study does push into theory and also suggests propositions, which is not surprising given theory immersion. Challenge has been to step back! So I ask where does this lived experience resonate with known theory, for me for my second party inquirers? I am really curious to know where we might extend, or contradict, or trouble known theory through this inquiry. 

So now we embark on some propositions about nature of learning on MLC, and on wider lived experience. This is partial by way of testing what theories might be, and at first just by example of  the development of a few propositions that might give us a taste of where propositional phase might lead us.  
Discussion with the respondents regarding theories suggested by reading the ‘notes from a corporate learner’ narrative. 
It was illuminating to hear the free wheeling associations that the respondents made when asked of the theories that they felt were embedded or were suggested by the text. There was a definable core of theories that clustered into various groupings. 

They felt that much of the text related to a capacity for self development (Pedler 2001, Pedler et al 1990, Pedler et al 1991). A key aspect of self development was to recognise the distinctiveness of adult learning. (Knowles 1980, Reason & Marshall 1987,  Kolb 1984) and of the need for a degree of un-learning, and a recognition of the difficulties associated with ‘un-learning’ (Pateman 2002). Part of the unlearning was to do with the discovery of different ways of knowing; such as aesthetic ways of knowing (Gardner 1973 Strati 2000, 2007 Whyte 2002).  While they talked of self development they recognised the limits to self development, and were reminded of the power of social learning (Nonaka 1994 1995, Bandura 1993). Social learning prompted reflection on the psychodynamics of learning, (Argyris 1985, Bion 1961, 1970 Bohm 1980 Egan 1994, Hofle & Linstead 1997, Goleman 1999,  Hollis 1993 1996, Senge 1993, 1994) and of the power of emotions to derail rational group processes. 
Reflection on group learning prompted some detached consideration of the power of action learning (Revans 1980, 1983, Hawkins & McLean 1988) This led in turn to consideration of the idea of ‘learning organisation’; about learning in organisations, and learning about organisations. (Burgoyne 1995 Burgoyne et al 1998, Easterby-Smith et al 1999, Garrett 1987, Mumford 1995).   Part of what they felt they had learned was to take a critical look at organisations (Clegg & Dunkerly 1997, Morgan 1986, Willmott 1984, 1993);, to questions assumptions underlying managerialism (Enteman 1993) Thought of learning as a community begged questions of ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger 1998). 
Were they a community of practice? Or of cultural creatives (Ray &Sherry 2000); or were they in the process of becoming one? Or were they moving towards becoming quite a different community?  This raised the question of emergent organisational forms and of the role of ‘new science’ (Wheatley 1994) in understanding new social forms, and of the underlying processes that might bring those about ( Beck & Cowen 1995, Jaworski 1996, Johnson 1998, Jung 1972, Wilber 2001).
The notion of ‘becoming’ opened a wider debate relating to the dynamics of transition, which led to  consideration of  Kubler Ross (1970) and the change curve mentioned in the text; of Bridges (2004, 2005, 2006) and his transition dynamics, of passages in life (Bateson 1990, Jacques 1965, Levinson 1978,  Sheehy 1997, Spencer & Adams 1990). Were they on the heroes journey? (Campbell 1996); or wee they truly in search of the ‘vein of gold’ (Cameron 1996)? And had they discovered the direction of their journey, and perhaps at least a taste of their vein of gold through MLC.?   

Propositions gained to date from this research. 

Beyond reflecting on the immediate emotional response to this artefact, and the theories attached to them, consideration of this account also opened up dialogue on the meanings that might have been revealed or reinforced as a result of the shared reading of the same.  These reflections were in turn theorised either through the employment these existing theories of management learning which were commonly known to both researcher and participant, or which were extemporised or hyrid-ised / cannibalised as means of attempting to explain or describe the presenting phenomenon.  At this point in the Heron Learning pyramid we had moved from the experiential, through the presentational – which was the creation of the artefact – towards the propositional, which is the creation of thoughts models, concepts, ideas, sometimes drawing on existing ideas, sometimes not. 

This listing is by inexhaustive, and reflects a summary of the discussions had post the creation of the artefact with both students and fellow teachers. 

Learning needs reflective phase

Kolb would say this. Not the only phase but really necessary. So would Schon and they are both icons of the management knowing world and of the educational world. Echoes too of Mumford and Honey from the world of management. This inquiry helped us understand things beyond the broad assertion that deep learning cannot occur without an element of personal reflection. This study moved towards to commentary on the efficacy of tools for personal refection, such as AL and reflective writing; and also has comments to make as to the kind of timing that worked best for the insertion of such tools. One generalisation on all of this however would be to point to the dangers of generalisation, as all reflection by its nature tends to be unique to the individual, who must experiment to find what mode suits her best, and at what moments.  The first two of these propositions are developed; the others are left to stand alone for the time being, awaiting development and perhaps combination. There is a sense of both excitement and overwhelm when the totality of these propositions are viewed together.
Learning needs to be beyond the intellectual or propositional

This study has helped reinforce the Heron/ Reason precepts that while our institutional learning processes and systems are deeply and systemically geared to privilege the propositional, that to short circuit the preceding elements of experience and presentation is to badly damage, disrupt and distort the learning process. Propositions alone are unsafe and furthermore are unlikely to stick for post experience students. Our study has reinforced the dangers of relying upon theory alone. For learning to stick there has to be an element of needing to excavate and experiment with the theory for yourself.

We are now understanding and valuing highly the distinction between deep and shallow learning

Independence of mind is a habit that can be learned; that lasts for life; and that beats the learning of fads and fashions.

Adult learning exhibits strongly emergent properties and these need to be attended to in the learning design.

Management learning works best when aligned to practice.  
Learning to learn is close to organisation learning, and to the creation of the learning organisation 
Reflective writing practice is a really helpful way of both capturing and generating learning.
‘Writing as inquiry’ is a strong complement to other forms of knowing, yielding as it does knowing from a different regime of truth

There is Great power in the artefactual presentation of learning, especially in capturing embodied experience. 

The embedding of learning needs a mix of individual and social learning, the balance of which each individual learner needs to establish for himself

Transition is a tricky business it needs ‘containers’ to assist navigation through the neutral zone. (Bridges 2004).

A post experience masters degree can be closely or loosely aligned to personal transition. Our proposition is that the closer it is, then the more attentive we are to the deeper learning.

Transition can occur without sponsor support but that would really help

Assessment does act as quality driver in learning,, summative as well as formative.

We strongly agree with most of the assertion in the declaration on learning; and many of the precepts of that declaration are honoured in the design and execution of MLC.

Action learning works best when focussed on specific problem.  Revans and pedler might say that; but there are many variations.
Appendix Three: Full version, ‘Notes from a Corporate Learner’. 

Notes from a corporate learner: extracts from a MLC learning journal September 2004 – November 2008

Time to make a decision on my future.
There are times when I feel that my commitment to keeping this personal journal is creating a rod for my own back, along side of my unmet commitments to going to the gym or keeping to a diet. All very laudable and well intentioned but too often these self improvement goals translate in reality into another guilt trip, anther undone thing on the ever lengthening to-do list. Another reason to feel unaccomplished and dissatisfied with my own performance. But not today, today this writing down of stuff feels like a useful habit, for today I sit down to think through whether or not to apply for this degree I have been thinking about doing, the Masters in Management Learning and Change at Bristol University, and I feel that it should be really helpful to sketch out my thinking in writing. 

So what am I feeling? Well I am feeling poised. I am feeling on the brink. There is a feeling that something is calling me, summonsing me towards a new gateway that could make a big difference in my life.  This sense of immanence has been brewing, bubbling under the surface for sometime now, calling attention to itself in those all to rare quiet moments when my attention is allowed to wander. The feeling relates to my learning and where it might be headed next, though i feel hard pushed to put words to the sensation, it is very much at a gut level at this moment. I know that when I am honest with myself I feel like I am outgrowing the learning that i am gaining or receiving – or whatever the word for it is – at the Corporation. I say outgrow perhaps in the sense that you hear someone after some sort of personal growth experience saying they have outgrown their partner, as a reason for moving on? Perhaps i do mean it in that way, though i must say i always cringe when i hear such a self justifying expression, which implicitly blames the other. And I do feel defensive around the implication that somehow the Corporation has served me less than well. 

When I say that I feel that i am outgrowing what the Corporation has to offer learning wise, that is not to say that there is nothing on offer beyond basic skills training, which the Corporation is really good at. There is indeed plenty to choose from a wide ranging menu, what with the Corporations internal university and all, and I must say I have really appreciated my recent learning stints at Harvard and at the prestigious Ashridge College. Though truth be told these glittering prizes are as much badges of external honour to be worn with pride as an organisational rite of passage rather than something that is designed to rock their recipients’ internal worlds.  These baubles do give me a degree of authority though. It’s funny though.  Some of the cynics in our place – could you believe they exist? – call being gifted such educational jaunts a consolation prize for failing to be promoted to the top job that you really desire, the job that you have been thwarted from gaining. After all the guy who gets the job they really desire is far to busy to be poncing around at Harvard with Michael Porter.

 So it is not through lack of opportunity or encouragement from the Corporation to seek out learning, though I do notice that while I have been through significant and expensive suites of learning no one back in the organisation – apart from the odd bean counter in HR who is responsible for the recording of such things, and for the thankless task of somehow translating these into some form of return on investment in training statement/ justification – no one else is really that interested in what it is that I might have been learning, or of how it might be applied to my job.  So it rather feels that I am running into diminishing returns on the added value learning that the Corporation can bring to me through its regular ‘approved’ learning and development offerings.  I have a sense that I want to refresh my intellectual capital, which is beginning to run down quite conspicuously. I feel that I am winging it more often than I might comfortably admit. I am living more and more on what I can scavenge from consultants’ slide shows, rather than systematically and honestly addressing how i might stretch my mind in a very different direction.

And this is where the Bristol MSc in Management Learning and Change comes in. On the face of it this offering does not sound entirely the sort of course I should have in mind. It sounds more like something that HR or development specialists might be looking at rather than a senior executive with strategic responsibilities. (God is that really how i describe myself? How pompous! Is that what living within an hierarchy that stresses career above all does to self description? Am I becoming a career whore?) On the other hand the reasons for giving this degree some consideration are quite persuasive.  The main stimulus to my thinking at all of this degree is down to the influence of Alan, a senior manager who did this degree a few years ago. Even though he has now left the Corporation, he still keeps in touch and as a senior HR guy continues to take an avuncular interest in his former colleagues’ development. I must say he is a great walking advertisement for the benefits of this particular degree. Since completing his qualification, he has moved on from the Corporation on friendly terms – though often returning to informally mentor the likes of me – to live the portfolio career, completing a PhD while doing the odd consulting assignment, not to mention also doing university teaching at a number of institutions. Oh and also writing a book. All of which could hold strong attractions for me, at a later stage in my career. Nor is he alone, there are others from the Corporation that he has sprung onto this unconventional course, and it would seem that they have done really well too, some inside the Corporation but most outside.  And it would seem that just as they had Alan as their recruiting sergeant, so too have they adopted this evangelical role for others that they consider ready for this experience. Recruiting sergeant is in fact too strong a term, for the fact is that they all stress a mysterious but all important ‘readiness’ factor, to the point of saying that they would not approach someone to attend unless they felt that they were ready. I am not at all sure how assess readiness. It must be an intuitive thing, which you have once you have been through the experience. 

So I have done my due diligence on this degree, talking in turn to a number of alumni from this somewhat elite club - or even I suspect cult to listen to some of them talk. Though in fairness they vehemently deny that it is in any way an exclusive cult and they have been very generous with their time and their thoughts and experiences with me, in no way acting in an excluding way. They emphasise that the community they now feel a part of – the alumni of this degree and the wider staff of the university department of management – is in no way confined to the Corporation’s past participants, but includes folk from all walks of life, public sector, third sector, charities, self employed as well as indentured wage slaves such as myself.  Sounds enticing i must say.  But there remains the voice of convention chattering away in the background that says ‘you would be wasting your time on this; it is pure self indulgence, it will do nothing for your career, and at this age and stage i don’t quite see how a bunch or airy fairy social scientists are going to bring you enlightenment. And what will your executive colleagues make of this strange turn? They will look upon it very strangely. And wouldn’t something more mainstream benefit the Corporation directly? Whereas it is hard to see what contribution this could make. You would be wasting your time and the Corporation’s money!’ 

At this point I ask the voice of convention if it would take a long overdue back seat for a while and let me at least fill in this application form that I have here in front of me. And where is that academic paper that i had been sent for homework, to discuss during the interview? There it is, shouldn’t take too long to knock this off should it, all they want is a simple critique to strut my intellectual stuff. There is no harm in taking this a stage further is there? No obligation at this stage?

The interview.Arvardharvard
That was a strange experience. I wasn’t expecting it to be like a job interview, but it turned out to be that way. And maybe that is right, because this would be a significant departure for me; it could even be life changing. And it reminds me of how long it is since I have been for an interview for anything anywhere outside of the Corporation. We do live in our own self contained world, here in our bubble. It is a very satisfying world, but it feels almost entirely self referencing, with the exception of competitor comparisons and benchmarking. I have never been inside Bristol University before, only admired it is grand gothic exterior from afar, and I must say it does feel like an old venerable, solid and dependable establishment, just like it say in the tin. There is a distinct air of Hogwarts about it. The Director of Studies does nothing to dispel this reassuring illusion, resplendently garmented as she was in flowing purple, surrounded by books on every wall, and where there weren’t books there were exquisitely worked quilted tapestries which are apparently her great research passion.  In fact she declared in a kind of throw away manner that these quilts that I was admiring were an important part of her research strategy. I nodded sagely while not understanding at all. Was this all part of a test? I had the distinct feeling that I was in for something very different from the chrome and glass feel of other slick business schools that i had had experience of. And this very difference drew me in rather than repelled me, unfamiliar and somewhat discomforting though it was.

As I sit here in the cafe across the road from the university tower sketching my impressions of the interview, I must say that as an experience it was full of learning for me. I probably talked too much but then no change there. I felt i had a lot to say. In fact I found myself saying some things that may have jeopardised my place. Ho hum at least I was being honest. For example I said that I was interested in the learning for its own sake – what my interviewer called the journey – as much as I was interested in the qualification. This must have seemed very arrogant.  I talked of the possibility of my breaking free from my fur-lined mouse trap at the Corporation at some stage, even of wanting to come and teach management possibly, of ‘giving something back’.  (I cringe now at the knowledge that I might have said such a cheesy thing. She didn’t seem very impressed by this declaration, anyway). I made it very clear that I was not ‘being sent’ by the Corporation and that this potential oxbow lake in my career was entirely of my own volition, though the Corporation would sponsor it. She said that it was very rare for people to be sent on this course; and that on the rare occasions where that has occurred it had rarely been satisfying for any of the parties involved.  She was clear that she was not selling the course; that rather she was exploring fit, and that it was really a question of the candidate being ‘ready’ at this stage in their lives for this development. God that readiness thing again! Honestly, though I was getting the message. And at that point a bell seemed to chime. I realised I was having a doink moment. ‘Well I feel ready’ I spurted out, somewhat to my embarrassment, though it did feel like the truth. The rest of the interview went by in some kind of blur. I was really put to the intellectual sword on the article I had been asked to critique. I said I thought it a weak article and to my profound relief she agreed with me. Proof then that I was not a sycophantic towards academics anyway; she would know that I have my own mind. But I was winging it and I think she knew that but we got through. In fact I found it illuminating to talk through what she described – valorised even - as my reading strategy. I had never given how I approached reading any thought before, and I realised that I would have to think much more closely than I had before about the way I read. As a parting shot I asked her for a reading list; it seemed a smart thing to say, and I kind of meant it. I was surprised when she said she didn’t do reading lists, reasoning that the learning that would occur on this course was largely ‘emergent’. I had a distinct feeling that i would be hearing more of this emergent word as we proceed into the density of the course.  Oh well, one less thing to worry about then – at least I asked - though I did feel that this refusal of a simple and natural request was strange. 

But as i sit here now in this cafe i feel clarified, energised. This course is out of left field, I know that but it feels very much like something I need at this stage of my life and that it could be an important piece of the jigsaw that is my future in the making. And now that I have had a taste of it I realise want it more than I am comfortable to admit at this point. And if I am offered a place now I know that will say yes, and just live what my colleagues might have to say of this strange, possibly career limiting decision . I am up for this. I am ready, or as ready as I might ever be for this new adventure.

The induction weekend.

Back to the cafe again, the induction weekend over, and I feel I need some ‘me space’, some journaling space before returning home. The reflective mood is on me, and this café has worked well in the past as an empty space within which to muse. Feeling like I have had a lot of people over the last forty eight hours and I need some space to sort out what has been occurring before re-entering my domestic space and all the questions that are likely to be awaiting me therein.  It was dramatic in its own way stepping into that room full of strangers, I guess most of us sharing that sensation of going to school for the first time, pencils sharpened and seams straight but otherwise having little earthly idea of what might be lying in front of us.  I noticed that there was someone else from the Corporation there, but I hardly know her. And frankly i am just as interested to get to know some of these strangers from very different backgrounds as from my own. 

The extended introductions session, which required us to pick a random postcard from a pile carelessly strewn on a table; and then to improvise a narrative around that image, proved revelatory. I could hardly believe how much richness there lay in peoples’ descriptions of why they were here, based on their spontaneously selected picture. I felt that my description was quite wooden compared to the poetic quality of some of the others. My image was of a steam train going over a precarious bridge with the driver hanging recklessly out of the side of the locomotive. I muttered about me being that driver, about my need to take a look over the side, fell the exhilaration, even escape this mechanical contraption that was my career to date for a while. I talked of journeys and adventures. They seemed to listen intently, and then someone began to make some kind of psychological interpretation of my image and what I had to say of it.  I made light of this, but noticed that laddish light-heartedness was not really the mood of this group at that stage. I was to an extent daunted by the range, depth and variety of experience in the room. In fact I felt that some of the participants – I still cant get used to us being called students, given that none of us are under thirty five – could teach the course, given their backgrounds in learning and in therapy. 

The rest of the two days passed in something of a dream, leaving me feeling both excited and somewhat overwhelmed.  There was a lot of stuff about doing academic work, some of which reminded me of what had gone before though some of it felt quite new. There was little doubt that we would be expected to read, and to develop our critical faculties at this University.  A highlight for me was the evening meal that we shared at a Tapas bar on the Saturday evening. This was really convivial and I sensed a real conspiratorial mood of shared excitement and adventure. I discovered to my relief that some of the minds that i had found intimidating during the day revealed themselves as fellow humans with interesting back stories and senses of humour. The tutors were really friendly and approachable too. Overall I had a feeling that some of the cynicism and negativity that i had been aware of at the Corporation and in life in general, and had become habituated to, whether in the pub or in the airline lounge had been quite left behind. This world weariness was being replaced by a sense that we were all being the best we could be, for ourselves and for each other. I found myself thinking then expressing thoughts that surprised me that evening, that rarely come out of my mouth. And it was not just the wine talking.  And I have a real wish that sense of elevated expression and of reaching for the best within each of us continues. I have a real desire that this experience of fresh and open eyed learning does not somehow become normalised; that in our anxiety to calm our anxieties about exams and assignments and the likes that we render this experience prosaic. 

In the space between the two weekends of the first taught unit, ‘Theories of Management Learning’.

I don’t know whether to laugh or to cry. I mean that first weekend just gone was terrific and insightful, but god there was so much theory. As one of the tutors said, it was akin to drinking from a fire-hose. I feel simultaneously overwhelmed and highly stimulated, to the point of wanting to abandon all other activities in my life to allow me to focus on this learning. I realise that that wish is quite unrealistic, but then it is a good feeling to have. In fact it is a long time since I have felt this intensity of wanting to concentrate on one thing to the exclusion of all else. I want to know all about all of these theories. As one of my classmates so aptly chimed I did feel like the veritable kid in the sweetshop with so much to choose from. I am aware that between the units I have been reading widely yet randomly, hoovering up just as much as i can in every crack in time available, of which there are precious few. 

A somewhat confronting aspect of this unit is that we have our first assignment to write, and that the first part of that is to write a reflection on each of the first three days of the unit, 500 words per day. Well on the face of it that should not prove too difficult for me, as I am used to this journaling business, I am in the reflective habit as it were. On the other hand the idea of revealing my innermost reflections to my tutors feels quite a step. In an attempt I guess to ease things the tutors have sent through their 1000 words reflections for each of the first two days, written from their lofty perspective. They don’t hold back and it is quite an insight into their worlds. But it also sets the bar very high for reflective prose. It feels well beyond these stumbling efforts of mine, where I never really feel that i say what it is that I really want to express. But then again they will not get an argument from me on the importance of reflective practice. And i feel that I am a step ahead of some of my colleagues on this – whoops we agreed to be collaborative not competitive with each other. But hey we are in the spirit of collaboration,  already chatting to each other via email and I do hear how others struggle with the reflective bit and I am doing the best i can to encourage and support them, given my background.  I also say to them that it is a big deal for me to share this diary, even though I write. I have never shared in public before it has always been for me. Strictly for me, up until now.

The second part of the assignment requires us to critique a theory of management learning from the wide menu that we have been introduced to on the first weekend. I choose the Megginson piece on emergent learning; perhaps because it is the one I feel I will struggle with, coming as I do from a highly programmatic background; but I also feel that it will at one and the same time not only help me change but also help me understand the nature of this degree better to, immersed as it is emergent approaches. 

Post hand-in and marking of the third assignment.

And so I now getting into a rhythm around these taught units, and I would like to believe that we are getting into an understanding of what is required of us students for these assignments. What I am growing to understand is that while there are ‘marking criteria’ all neatly listed in the students handbook, that there are no fixed formats for assignment completion, not is there one standard. It feels as though there are a number of angles of attack that we might adopt, each with attendant degrees of risk. It is clearly not acceptable to be a-theoretical, as we are frequently reminded that this is a research-intensive university. But beyond that we stricture have a broad bandwidth of approach. In this process of discovering what is allowable, of finding out where the boundaries of acceptability are, I have tried approaching the unit tutor directly and negotiating my approach, exploring the options, testing the limits and assessing the risks. The tutors have been open to this approach and I have found that so refreshing; and so different to my experience of my first degree, or of what I hear of others experiences of more conventional business masters degrees. 

While negotiating the approach to the next assignment with the tutor, i took my courage in both hands to broach the subject of my marks. While i feel that i am improving assignment by assignment, I am concerned that i have not yet hit a distinction, only a 68 and two mid 60s. I am aware of others doing better and am impatient to know how to do better. Not of course that the marks really matter that much i was quick to add; i am grateful to be passing, when what really matters most to me is the learning journey. The tutor shared a sardonic smile with me, counselling patience, saying that my learning trajectory was fine and the marks will surely follow my emerging scholarly practice in good time. And she stressed that marks in the 60’s were already no mean achievement. 

In receipt of copious feedback 

What I am growing to realise is that while the chats in class are great and the learning to be gained from throwing around ideas with my fellow classmates is enormous, that this class based stuff is only one of the building blocks of our learning. I am also realising that I don’t get any marks at all for making a constructive contribution in class. If I am to win marks, then it is through reading a great deal; then through representing that reading in the quality of my written assignments.  And I am also learning that writing is not simply organising ideas of facts then simply writing them up, but that there is a strong creative element in the process of writing. The nostrum ‘how do i know what i think until I read what I say?’ is becoming increasingly meaningful for me. This ‘discovery writing’ feels so different in kind from the meccano style writing I do at work, for analyses and reports.  I have enthusiastically taken up the idea of keeping a learning journal which I am writing in now, while my personal journal also lies alongside. What I am noticing is that increasingly the two journals entries are beginning to merge into one. Certainly the practice of capturing learning in writing, though still elusive, is coming more easily than it did, and I am certainly feeling the benefit of it. And the additional optional creative writing exercises on Sundays are really helping with the development of my imaginative writing muscles too. 

I am not sure if I have ever understood the term ‘learning to learn’ before. It always felt that it was one of these ideas that folded back in on itself, a clever sounding but unsatisfactory term. I am now seeing its relationship with Bateson’s concept of ‘independence of mind’. And I think that is what I am now doing, learning how I learn and do it best, quite independently of my factual learning about management learning and its many theories. I was reading the other day about the distinction between deep and shallow learning. I must be honest and own that I am really good at shallow learning, that it has helped me fly through exams and the like in life and that it has served me well, but that it will not sustain nor nourish me for this degree. If I am really serious about developing a discerning critical faculty, then I must reach beyond the type of disposable shallow learning that is thrown away once you are done with it. 

I ask myself the question ‘is any of this learning having any impact on my life outside of my books and writing, or is it all simply confined to interior ruminations?’ My immediate answer at this stage is ‘very little’ but then I think that only this week I confronted a consultancy that was selling us yet more change packed as tangible benefits. I confronted their main salesman – or ‘relationship manager’, as they would grandly style it! – by asking him ‘what model of change he was coming out of’. This question floored him. I followed this with my speculations regarding their underlying change model, and its patent unsuitability given our position on the strategic curve. I felt confident, fully immersed in my new-found intellectual authority. The result was instant. We have been trying to shake off this consultancy for months and it was some sense of triumph that I witnessed their team departing with their tails between their teeth.  My colleagues were impressed with my action and were not slow to say so. On a similar note, myself and a colleague from the second year of the degree – to whom of course I look up to - took the opportunity to present to the top 100 managers at the Corporation our story learning from MLC, and our reasons for choosing this rather than more usual business courses. Again they listened with interest to this difference of approach; conferring up on it I felt some semblance of organisational legitimacy. As an example, I put up the much used ‘change curve’ – a well worn to the point of threadbare re-work of the Kubler-Ross grief curve – and ‘problematised’ this in the light of my management of change unit assignment when I critiqued the same. I thought the executives might throw brickbats to witness such a well loved model questioned, but they seemed to listen intently. The head of training seemed far less comfortable. I sensed from the body language that he thought we might be best leaving the mind-guarding of theories to the professionals in HR.

With regard to changes in my personal life occurring as a result of this degree, I feel that it is too early to say. I listen with avid interest as my colleagues in my ‘action learning set’ (ALS) chatter about major shifts and transitions that are occurring in their lives, some planned some not; some welcome some not. While i coat-tail on these tales, I am aware that while something may be shifting in my firmament, that it has insufficient shape to go public yet. Thinking about the change curve was useful with this regard. Either I am at the early stages of change or in deep denial. What I do feel is a continuing sense of refreshment, of re-vivification if that is a word (I have been trying all sorts of my words on for size recently), of a reawakening of my understanding of the world around me, which is quite sufficient for me for the time being. The main frustration at the moment is that I do not feel that I have enough time to do justice to the buckets full of reading that I would love to be doing. I buy more and more books yet know I will not do them justice. I regard classmates who have more time to devote to this reading with no little envy, and some degree of defensive inferiority.

 As regards the action learning set, I may be missing something but I feel that these currently work best when they flow in a natural way around general subjects that come up in and around the degree. I don’t feel that the formal problem solving bits where each of us are put in the hot seat, to be bombarded with unanswerable questions from colleagues, really add much at the moment. In fact it confirms many of the reservations regarding the action learning we run back at the Corporation. We in our ALS seem more concerned with getting the mechanics of the process right, rather than focussing in the heart of the problem.  But maybe this will gain more focus as we progress deeper into the degree. What I am enjoying is the modulation between group learning and individual learning. That really works well for me and I don’t feel alone in this learning at all.

Post the ‘Art of Management’ module.

Wow! Well that unit on the art of management, on the aesthetics of management, the first unit of the second year, has turned the whole degree on its head once more. Just when I felt that I had gotten into a rhythm with the learning here, feeling that I was getting to know the terrain, and finding my own voice, now this unit has demanded that we view the whole subject of management and learning from an entirely different perspective.  I am not even sure that i can put words to it yet, maybe it would be helpful to recount what occurred. After a really interesting two days of reflecting on aesthetic practices that would inform management learning – different ways of knowing – we were asked to do a deceptively simple thing, which was to construct an artefact that would represent in some way our understanding of some aspect of life as it is lived within our back home organisations. 

I had no idea what i would produce, no idea what anyone else might produce either. What I eventually came up with, after much rather desperate scratching around, was to drag a rather large laurel branch in from the garden, then to festoon it with shoes that related to work. Shoes that I wear, shoes that I have worn, shoes that women wear to work – an example of which I filched from a colleague. Rather wondering where this might be headed, my shoe tree then began to speak to me of its meaning. I found myself evincing meaning around organisationally derived metaphors relating to shoes; ‘dead men’s shoes’ ‘getting a shoe up’ ‘a shoo-in’ ‘getting the boot’ ‘cobbling together’ ‘shoe-horning in policies’ ... suddenly the list seemed endless. This metaphor was enjoined by the idea of the tree being the career ladder, on which feet are firmly or tenuously placed and the importance of that ladder in all our lives. It really is quite pointless to pretend that it doesn’t exist, this career ladder it catch us all in the end. I was pleased with this as a product. I was little less than astounded to have had the experience of an artefact speaking to me, but speak to me it did. ‘If you build it the meaning will come’.  

We were all required to present our artefacts on day three of the unit, with a narrative supporting our creations. I jumped to go first, so nervous was I of the apparent flimsiness of my pretext. I just wanted to get it over with. But i needn’t have worried, it went down pretty well, and I rather surprised myself with the fluency with which I populated my branch and all of its attachments and connotations.  With relief I was then free to sit back, enjoy and to an extent to be enraptured by my classmates creations. We had revealed to us cushions, mobiles, suitcases, shop fronts, architectural models, decorated neckties, flasks of soup, story boards, the creativity seemed endless. And within each of these creations resided a really evocative and telling story. Some of the images were indelible.

I felt with this unit that course took an important turn towards depth and embodiment of learning – that was deemed to be the word of the week, embodiment – and the learning that we had to an extent intellectualised to date was now living among us in emotional three dimensions. All of this learning and understanding we knew was miles away from the flatlands of two dimensional organisation charts as a way of describing what is going on, or of describing the relationship between things and people. It was a salient reminder that organisations are living breathing entities, where people laugh and bleed, as well as strive to meet key performance indicators. And that no matter how hard organisations attempt to contain our lives with these boxes and control regimes, that these boxes will leak and spill over with the inconvenient truth and uncontainable excess of human existence.

I am surprised but then not surprised that the ALS that we convene on the day after this revelatory day is marked by a different intensity and focus and a different sense of closeness too. It feels that now know a whole lot more about each other, there is more that we can freely access that we were tentative about before.  We simply have more tacit permission to explore each others private and organisational worlds. The intensity is I think a factor of the fact that we all now realise that our pending dissertations are much closer than we realised. Given this immanence, we decided to make our dissertations our ALS ‘problem’ and suddenly everything seemed to fall into place. I think we all realise that while we are now increasingly comfortable with the relatively short sprint of a 4000 word assignment, where we have learned to weave together theory, reflection and practice in a passable manner, even at times experimenting with alternative forms of representation; that none of us is yet ready for the long haul 20000 word dissertation marathon. Most of us didn’t really have a putative topic in mind, let alone a sense of research strategy around that topic.

I explained my dilemma to the group. I was torn between doing something conventional to do with strategy, based in the here and now of the workplace, that would be of at least short-term value to the Corporation; and which I knew I would do competently, and for which I might even get a great grade without particularly having to breaking sweat as it would be well within my comfort zone. (God that arrogance of mine again i really do have to watch out for that). Or I explained alternatively doing something quite different, something that would be for me, and that would stretch me immensely into a different theatre of research and expression. Someone asked me what the Corporation’s wishes would be in all of this, as the sponsor. I explained that my actual sponsor had moved jobs a while ago; and that while no one was opposed to my doing this degree, no one in the hierarchy was that interested in supporting me in it or pointing my research in any particular direction. I was effectively self-sponsoring, and had high freedom to do what I wished.  As I said this I realised that my quoting the needs of the Corporation as a reason for doing the conventional was purely a safety net to keep me away from making the courageous decision to do something differently. 

 With that realisation, I decided, with the buoyant support of my ALS team mates to do the different thing, and hoped that marks would be given for taking a risk rather than staying with within my comfort zone. At one level here I feel that I am staring into the research abyss, there is so little known. I am thinking that i might even take my experience of this degree as my subject for my thesis, relating it reflectively, in the first person. Now that would be a challenge, as a piece of sustained reflective practice, with the theory all woven in. 

Mid dissertation. 

Now I am feeling all at sea, completely at sea, with only two months to go to thesis turn-in.  I am beginning to wish I had never chosen this topic, maybe never chosen this degree! Why am I making this so difficult for myself? The truth is that I have become completely obsessive about this dissertation. At first I was merely absorbed, engrossed but now I am close to being obsessed with the subject, which is very different from saying that i am feeling on top of it or in charge for the plain fact is that I am feeling anything but that. I have done tons of reading, produced mounds of writing yet in truth none if it seems to be hanging together. To bring further pressure to bear on the situation, I did really well on my final three units, so now I am indicated for a distinction , if only I can get 70% for this thesis. (And yes, as the end hoves into view, I have to admit that the qualification, and the classification of it is growing to matter just as much as the journey though that continues to matter hugely too. Which is why i am obsessing). I am making huge demands on my nearest and dearest, I know that and feel guilty about it, but even when I do come out of the back bed room for food or for air, i know that my mind is still in there, switched permanently onto the dissertation channel, still trying to puzzle all of this out. I feel that I am burdening my supervisor too, sending him long long emails that pose pointless choices, posit the marrying of irreconcilable epistemologies, and generally dragging him into what looks like deeper and deeper neuroticism. He doesn’t seem bovvered. 

He counsels patience once again, saying to give it time for the pattern with emerge. He credits me with courage and daring for going down this autoethnographic, this self writing route. He says it is never easy when self is the subject, and he understands why it is that I feel that I have had to go interview some fellow students to validate my own account. He likes the idea of my capturing all of this in a research journal format, but wonders how that might be theorised. He also cautions that there are great dangers in the researcher falling completely in love with his subject, where the belle dame sans merci hast thee in thrall.  And he says that it is okay to be stuck. Imagine that it is okay to be stuck when all of my training has been to become the master of the universe. I surrender in the face of a wider power, as I feel that this dissertation is writing me as much as the other way around. To relieve this uncomfortable sensation I throw some more yellow stickies on the wall in the decreasing by the minute hope that truth will reveal itself.  My printer spews out yet another journal article – maybe this will be the academic paper that will make sense of everything for ever, for I know such a paper is out there, hiding from me? I am feeling engulfed, but at some level maybe I am enjoying this, as I go down for the third time. I felt that I was reaching for a life changing experience but is this really it? One thing i do know is that I am really looking forward to our next ALS meeting, as the email threads tell me that I am not alone here in feeling that I am drowning under a tsunami of contradictory and often irreconcilable data. 

It is over.

It is done. And the time has come to read back at last through some of these journal entries relating to the struggle to give birth to my dissertation. My supervisor was right of course. Persistence and patience did win the day. In the end coherence of a type dawned and I found expression of my topic in the way that I felt worked to my learning and satisfaction, but also felt should be defensible to the examiners.  It is with interest that I note that both of us from the Corporation have finished while there are others in our cohort who have not made the finishing line this time around; though they have extensions or suspensions that should see them through in the fullness of time.  It must be the task orientation that they instil in us here that has gotten us over the finishing line

Those with it still before them say to me that it must be a great feeling to be finished. I say that yes I can understand them saying that, but the fact is that a part of me feels quite empty; spent of all adrenaline and rather wondering whatever to do next, if indeed there is a next. One of them reflects that perhaps part of the reason for their failure to finish might be that they are afraid of this experience having an ending, of having to face life beyond. There is a part of them wants this to go on forever. Hell there is a part of me wants this to go on forever. I flip back through this journal, and find a record that speaks to that heightened feeling that we all had at the beginning; that feeling that we had somehow brought our higher selves to this degree, that for a period in our lives we were leaving cynicism and mundanity behind us.  We realise now that it would feel such a loss were we to lose having a container for the expression of that higher self. Then I think back also to that first trial at the interview when I had to deconstruct that academic paper; how superficial I felt my analysis to be, how much I was winging it. I know now that I would do that task quite differently and - putting modesty to one side - with some degree of mastery. Are these academic skills now to be hung up, to fall into disuse?   I was personally disappointed that having plucked up the courage to go talk to the Corporation about the implications of my dissertation for the Corporation regarding mid career policies and development practices that they were less than interested. Maybe no one really wants to know what I have learned? I feel that they are missing an opportunity, though it may take time to filter through.

Last night we had a meeting of our ALS. We knew it would not be our last. We planned for graduation and for support for those as not yet done with their dissertations. We reflected back on our times together, fondly recalling absurd moments and profound turning points.  Our conversation also turned to the topic of the impact of the last two years on all of our lives. We recognised that it was not possible to attribute all of the changes that had happened in our lives to the degree, thought he change and transition had been considerable. We recognised that much of this change was a function of this stage in our lives, in mid career and mid-life when a lot is going on. But for whatever reason we had each invited this degree in to our lives and we felt that it has had a profound impact on our direction of travel. At some level doing this degree has further stressed and compounded already stressed and complex lives. In other ways it has provided a haven, a sanctuary of a type and a promise of a life that may have different priorities from the ones we have grown to know.

 Even within the two years some have had their lives turned upside down, leaving them pointing in quite different directions.  My life is not quite like that but changes are stirring, I hesitate then pluck up courage enough to say that I am thinking of doing a part time PhD, with a view to doing some academic teaching at some point. They say I must be mad. They are also supportive. I think they know how deeply this learning bug has bitten me, this inquiry thing. And it was good to put it out there to some folk to test how it might go down, knowing that they would not laugh me out of court.  There is after all nothing like rehearsing such declarations or anticipating and testing reactions. Think I will hold back a while before I share this PhD aspiration with my family though! Let the back bedroom be reclaimed first. Then I can take my theoretical diving bell several fathoms deeper and check whether I can still breathe down there. 

Two years on, September 2008

Two years on, and I have kept up the journal habit. There are so many of these journals in the back bedroom that they are now falling off the shelf. And among them I come across my MLC thesis once more, that thesis that somehow won me an overall distinction. That result is a source of private satisfaction and pride, and it was also an important door opener for the PhD that I am now embarked on.  I still meet up with the old MLC guard, especially from my own action learning set. Some are still finishing and we are encouraging them to finish. Well if nothing else their graduation is a good excuse for us to have another party. Our reunions reveal that a number of us have progressed to shiny new jobs, while I am still treading the boards at the Corporation. Well I am still there but the exit strategy is working and I am being quite explicit about it with my colleagues. At first my new psychological contract was a kind of private one sided thing but now much of it is out in the open.  I am one of the few MLC graduates from the Corporation to stay on. Many have moved on. It has boiled down to a question of fit in the end for all of us. I now feel that I have my new lexicography and I am sponsoring a positive psychology initiative to revitalise tired teams. MLC was an important rite of passage; it has allowed me to do all sorts of things. In fact at times I am lauded as the new type of leader. God knows if I am that reincarnation but I do have a view of the emergent type of leader needed and I am not slow to spell out my perception of the nature of that new leadership. Oh and I have become an expert of assessing when my colleagues might be ready to embark on this MLC adventure. 
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