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DRAFT

Community of Practice for Teachers:
Sensemaking or Critical Reflective Learning?

Pak Tee Ng & Charlene Tan

Abstract

While collaborative learning among teachers is encouraged and practised in many
schools today, the process of learning through ‘communities of practice’ may involve
‘sensemaking’ rather than critical reflective learning. This paper argues that
sensemaking in a community of practice utilises a restricted form of reflective
learning that is largely technical in nature and confined to immediate practice
concerns. It is further argued that the quality of learning will be significantly
enhanced by encouraging practitioners to engage in critical reflective learning where
reflection is implicit and intuitive in nature, and general and contextual in scope and
object.

Keywords: Community of Practice; critical reflective learning; sensemaking;
teachers

Introduction

Schools in the past had operated predominantly on the premise that learning took
place through a process of ‘knowledge delivery’ from a knowledgeable source to a
target lacking that information (Eckert, 1993). Learning therefore was a quest on the
part of the learners to acquire a body of information from a storage source in order to
store it into the proper recesses of his or her brain for future use or reference as and
when required. In this traditional paradigm, teacher learning and development were
confined to training courses and professional programmes.

However, policymakers and school leaders are increasingly aware that this
view of ‘training’ or ‘upgrading’ does not give a full picture of how teachers learn to
function at their school. Teachers do not learn solely from formal organised ‘learning
activities’ through in-service workshops, taking a course or watching an instructional
video. Instead teachers learn a lot through other everyday activities and experience as
well. A teacher picks up the most relevant know-how in a school from day to day by
watching and talking with fellow teachers, by doing and asking at the same time.
Everyone participates and contributes to a world, which is socially and culturally
structured and constantly reconstituted by the activities of all those who are involved
in it. In such a world, to know is to be capable of participating with a certain level of
competence in the complex web of relationships among people and activities.
Learning is to discover and give a reasonable account of the why, what, when, where
and how of doing things in this world (Gherardi, 1995). Learning for people therefore
takes place among and through people. Knowledge is a property of relationships and



it is created and transformed through networks of human interaction through complex
responsive processes (Stacey, 2001). In other words, new knowledge and learning are
properly conceived as being located in “communities of practice” (Tennant, 1997).
However, the process of learning through ‘communities of practice’ may involve
‘sensemaking’.

This paper argues that sensemaking in a community of practice utilises a
restricted form of reflective learning that is largely technical in nature and confined to
immediate practice concerns. It is further argued that the quality of learning will be
significantly enhanced by encouraging teachers to engage in critical reflective
learning where reflection is implicit and intuitive in nature, and general and
contextual in scope and object.

Sensemaking in a Community of Practice
A community of practice

Before a discussion of sensemaking and critical reflective learning, it is helpful to
understand the concept of a community of practice. A community of practice is a set
of people who “share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, who
deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis”
(Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 4). It is an informal aggregation defined
not only by its members but by the shared manner in which they do things and
interpret events (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Eckert, 1993).
According to Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 98), a community of practice is “an intrinsic
condition for the existence of knowledge, not least because it provides the interpretive
support necessary for making sense of its heritage”. This interpretive support
includes dimensions of culture, technology, economy and politics. The idea of a
community of practice helps us to understand the processes by which the transmission
of tacit knowledge and of knowledge-in-action take place, by stressing that these
processes are simultaneously social and cognitive. Reminding us that “knowledge,
expressed in words and numbers, only represents the tip of the iceberg”, Nonaka and
Takeuchi (1995, p. 21) point us that “human knowledge is created through social
interaction between the tacit and explicit”. Communities are useful vehicles for
creating shared narratives that can be used to transfer tacit knowledge. According to
Nahapiet and Ghoshal, “myths, stories and metaphors also provide powerful means in
communities for creating, exchanging and preserving rich sets of meanings - a view
long held by some social anthropologists” (1998, p. 253).

A community of practice is not a new way to organise learning within the
organisation. It is a way of viewing how learning takes place and it emphasises that
every practice is dependent on social processes through which it is sustained and
perpetuated, and that learning takes place through the engagement in that practice. It
underscores the link between the emergence of relations which are created around
activities, and the activities that are shaped through social relations, so that specific
skills and experiences become part of the individual identity and can be perpetuated in
time (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Eckert, 1993). Knowledge in a community of practice is
best understood as a custom or ‘habitus’ sustained collectively by the members, rather
than a cognitive structure (Bourdieu, 1980). The habitus is a product of history and is
embedded subtly in the culture of the community. It is a set of ‘unspoken’ and almost
‘unconscious’ system of principles which generate and organise practices and
representations within the community. Its influence on thought and behaviour is more
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powerful than formal rules and explicit instructions. To become full members of this
community, learners need to absorb in and be absorbed by the habitus and this
includes knowing who is who, what they do, how to talk, work, and generally conduct
their lives. Because knowledge is a habitus in a community of practice, much of the
learning processes in such communities may be sensemaking in nature, as the next
section will describe.

Sensemaking

Sensemaking is a process that assigns meaning to new information through an
association with prior knowledge, facilitated by emplacing information into
sensemaking frameworks, which are existing schemata or knowledge structures (Huff
et al., 2000; Sackmann, 1992; Walsh, 1995; Weick, 1995). This process reduces the
complexity of the information, thus ‘making sense’ of the information (Starbuck &
Milliken, 1988; Weick, 1995). According to Habermas (1987), an organisation has
both a lifeworld and a systemworld. Therefore, the sensemaking process involves
both the cognitive and emotional aspects of the human experience in his interaction
with the environment.

Sensemaking is not just an individual-level process. It can refer to a collective
level process as a dynamic interface between what is happening in the organization
and its environment. At both levels, it is a continuous and reciprocal interaction
between entity and environment of seeking information, assigning meaning and
making appropriate response (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Thomas, Clark, & Gioia,
1993). Meaning emerges not just from the interpretation of information but rather the
continuous interaction with information using a coherent knowledge structure.
Therefore, sensemaking process entails information triggers from one’s environment
that signify that meaning is required, a knowledge framework or structure that serves
as a guide to understanding, and a mapping relationship that links the new information
to the framework. This continuous connecting and re-connecting of information with
existing knowledge frameworks reduce environmental equivocality and complexity
for a person, bringing his or her world into cognitive and emotive ‘control’.

Sensemaking looks for plausible interpretation rather than accurate one. It is
driven by plausibility, pragmatics, coherence, reasonableness, creation, invention, and
instrumentality (Weick, 1995). Both in routine and highly critical situations,
sensemaking allows a person to operate quickly in settings characterised by poor
communication, lack of a clear direction, lack of knowledge, lack of trust, lack of
skills, fear of admitting failure and individual adherence to strong cultural norms
(Weick, 1993, 1995). However, precisely because of its significant emphasis on the
immediacy of meaning making, reflectivity is low on the agenda. In sensemaking,
one hardly examines one’s assumption or engages in meta-cognitive processes.
Sensemaking is not a predictive theory of cognition and response. Rather,
sensemaking as a theory focuses our attention on subjective interaction, multiple
socially constructed realities, and how the process is embedded in its context (power,
culture and social structures). Sensemaking is a powerful process in individual lives
and human interactions. It also influences organisational identity, image (eg. Gioia &
Thomas, 1996; Gioia et al, 2000) and performance (Thomas et al., 1993).

As people come together in a community of practice, they cluster together
because they have a common practice and are passionate about it. They meet to
exchange tips and stories. When they meet problems, others with superior knowledge
and experiences will offer advice based on their own existing sensemaking
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frameworks. The exchange processes create a habitus that is absorbed by the
members. In other words, people come together to ‘make sense’ of their problems,
with a view to solving them by tapping on the knowledge of others. This is a
powerful mode of learning, but it is usually limited to fact-finding, sharing tips and
trading stories. It is simply is an extension of a habitual response to cover additional
situations or learning how to implement habitual responses more efficiently without
reflecting whether such responses are still appropriate. In other words, it is single
loop learning, rather than double or triple loop learning (Argyris, C. & Schén, D.,
1974, 1978, 1996).

Sensemaking frameworks grounded in an objective and rational worldview are
useful for making meaning in a work environment. However, with increasing
complexity in the working world (Wheatley, 1994, 2007), professional work now
poses more intellectual challenges than what technical and procedural sensemaking
models can handle (Weick et al., 1999). Such challenges include real-time knowledge
creation, transformational change, and moral choices in ambiguous environments. If
professionals do not update their traditional sensemaking frames, they may respond to
new situations using their dominant logic and force an inappropriate application to
conditions (Prahalad & Bettis, 1986). Without critical reflective learning,
sensemaking processes confines learning to fine-tuning and adapting knowledge that
is formulated elsewhere. Such processes favour specific and proximate matters within
the immediate practice arena, while endorsing current sensemaking frameworks and
weakening the capacity for paradigm shifts. Because sensemaking is such a powerful
and ‘natural’ cognitive process, it dominates many social learning processes. It
perpetuates current thinking frameworks, unless critical reflective learning, which the
next section describes, is consciously structured into the learning process.

Critical Reflective Learning in a Community of Practice
Critical reflective learning

Critical reflective learning promotes a form of reflection that is implicit and intuitive
in nature, and general and contextual in scope and object (Tan, 2008). The idea of
critical reflective learning that is implicit and intuitive in nature is linked to Aristotle’s
praxis that “involves the engagement of persons in activity with others which is non-
instrumental in that it is not intended to realise goods ‘external’ to the persons
involved but rather excellences characteristic of a worthwhile form of life”
(McLaughlin, 1999, pp. 14-15). Praxis requires “a kind of knowledge that was more
personal and experiential, more supple and less formulable than the knowledge
conferred by techne” (Dunne, 1993, p. 10, cited in McLaughlin, 1999, p. 15).
Aristotle describes the knowledge of praxis as phronesis (or practical wisdom) which
is a major ordering agency in our lives. Critical reflective learning is contrasted with
sensemaking that stresses on the explicit and the systematic. As mentioned,
sensemaking largely involves fact-finding, sharing tips and trading stories. The type
of reflection is single loop learning confined to fine-tuning and adaptation of present
knowledge. The focus is also on the specific and proximate matters within the
immediate practice arena based on current paradigms. Under this notion, a learner is
seen as one who possesses the technical knowledge and skills who applies
routinisable and pre-specifiable procedures and strategies. This form of reflection is
technical and rationalist as it emphasises applying scientific theory and external
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research to solve the problems faced by teachers in their practice. McLaughlin (1999)
associates this to Aristotle’s notion of fechne which is “an activity of making or
production (poesis), aimed at a pre-specifiable and durable outcome (a product or
state of affairs) which constitutes its purpose (telos)” (p. 12).

Another key characteristic of critical reflective learning is that it involves
general and contextual maters (McLaughlin, 1999, Tan, 2008). Such reflections are
concerned with matters relating to the educational enterprise viewed from a broader
and less immediate perspective. These include “the overall aims and purposes of the
educational enterprise, the nature of ‘ability’, the functions and effects of processes of
teaching and schooling and the significance of wider influences on the educational
system as a whole, which in turn involve questions of a philosophical, psychological,
social and political kind” (McLaughlin, 1999). On the other hand, sensemaking tends
to involve involves specific and proximate matters, focussing on the present and
particular concerns of the teacher, especially within the classroom. McLaughlin
(1999) explains that these include all the interactions and judgements in the classroom
related to student achievement.

Given that teachers face many issues and challenges that are unique, uncertain
and value-conflicted, critical reflective learning becomes even more important.
Existing solutions, which could be propagated through sensemaking processes in a
community of teachers, may no longer be solutions in time to come. Teachers need to
move beyond sensemaking and technical concerns (Elliot, 1993; van Manen, 1977,
2002; Louden, 1991) and critically reflect on practical interests and examine broad
issues in teaching and learning. Bateson (1972) suggests that critical reflection may
involve a corrective change in the set of alternatives from which choice is made, or a
change in how the sequence of experience is punctuated. Alternatively, it may require
a perspective transformation involving a change in the whole assumptive frame of
reference within which our habits of expectation have been formed.

Towards critical reflective learning in a community of practice for teachers

Teachers should be encouraged to include critical reflections that help them, within a
community of practice, to challenge assumptions, create knowledge, and deal with
larger issues in ambiguous environment (Tan, 2006, 2008). In order to go beyond
sensemaking to reflect on issues that are general and contextual so as to maintain a
broad vision about their work and not just look inwardly at their own practices
(Zeichner & Liston, 1996), critical reflective learning processes should be deliberately
structured in many teacher communities. For example, in action research groups, the
emphasis should shift from a scientific method of logical and systematic problem-
solving, towards building “a critique of schooling, from the perspective of education,
and to improve education in schools” (Zeichner & Liston, 1996, p. 27). Teachers
should actively reflect collectively on the educational goals and values to which they
are committed, and issues of equity and social justice (Zeichner, 1993). They could
also develop new forms of organisation in education systems, schools and classrooms
(Kemmis & McTaggart, 1998). Such an expanded view of reflection for teachers
would require the removal of the impediment of the culture of taking directive and
initiative from the top. The political and school leaders should also be willing to adopt
a more consultative and democratic approach in governance and school management.
Lasley (1992, as cited in York-Barr et al, 1996) suggests the following questions
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which are useful to facilitate critical reflection in a community of practice for
teachers:
* s the philosophy of the teacher consistent with the needs of the students?
*  What teacher practices enhance or diminish student growth?
* What student needs are not addressed by current teacher and school practices?
* How should schools be reordered and restructured?
* And what must teachers do to facilitate such restructuring?

Conclusion

This paper has argued that communities of practice should move from sensemaking
processes, which are too technical and narrow to enable and empower teachers to
become creators of new knowledge and teaching practices, to critical reflective
learning. If we want sensemaking frameworks to be flexible, then schools also need to
replace the attempt to pre-specify correct behavioural responses or performance
indicators with qualitative indicators which emphasise “qualities of judgement and
decision-making which are indicative of capacities to make wise and intelligent
responses in novel and unpredicatable situations” (Elliot, 1991, p. 313). This is
particularly important in an era of school management where marketisation and
performativity of education have ‘“subjected teachers to the micro-management of
ever-tightening regulations and controls that are the very antithesis of any kind of
professionalism” (Hargreaves, 2000, p. 169). To achieve a real education
transformation, teachers need multiple and diverse sensemaking frameworks and the
ability to create and recreate different types of sensemaking frames through critical
reflective learning in communities. Such processes do not reduce tensions - rather,
they allow the teachers to go beyond sensemaking to challenge existing thinking and
bring change out of the tension.
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