





Contents

People and practices in organizational learning

Introduction

Organizational learning and communities of practice

Organizational learning and practice theory

Methodological approach

Ontological issues

Modes of inquiry – Inter-action and/or trans-action

Discussion

Ontologies in communities of practice and practice theory

Are ontological differences problematic?

Complementary or integrative ontologies. Where to go with organizational learning?

Conclusion

About the author

Literature



[image: Image]



ORIGINAL ARTICLE – PEER-REVIEWED

Vol. 3, No. 1, 2020, 70–88

People and practices in organizational learning

Author: Anders Buch

Affiliation: Research Centre for Quality of Education, Profession Policy & Practice, VIA University College

Contact corresponding author: Anders Buch; buch@via.dk


Abstract

This article discusses the role of practices and people’s participation in practices in conceptual accounts of organizing, learning, and organizational learning. Specifically, the discussion takes its point of departure in Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s account of learning as legitimate peripheral participation in practices, and Theodore Schatzki’s practice theory account of organizing and organizations. Both accounts center on the role of practices as people come to know, and as changes occur in social activity and organizational settings. However, the two accounts are based on different ontologies. Borrowing the terminology of John Dewey and Arthur Bentley, Lave and Wenger instantiate a substantivist, and ultimately individualist, ontology, whereas Schatzki’s event ontology is relational. It is argued that both ontologies have merits of their own, but the article seeks to integrate the two approaches by utilizing Ole Dreier’s notion of the life trajectories of persons across social practices. In this perspective, organizational learning shows when people’s life trajectories are affected by the bundles of social practices they engage with, and when the bundles of social practices are transformed by the way people enact the practices.
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Introduction

In the 1990s, social theories of organizational learning were developed as a critical response to cognitivist conceptions that study organizational learning either as individuals’ (cognitive) learning processes in organizational contexts (e.g. Argyris & Schön, 1978; March & Olson, 1987); or as a phenomenon in which organizations are conceived as entities that do the learning themselves (as wholes that learn analogically to individual learning) (e.g. Weick, 1991). In their seminal article, S.D. Noam Cook and Dvora Yanow (2011, p. 360) critique the perceived view of organizational learning:


… we believe that organizational learning is not essentially a cognitive activity, because, at the very least, organizations lack the typical wherewithal for understanding cognition: They do not possess what people possess and use in knowing and learning—that is, actual bodies, perceptive organs, brains, and so forth.



In contrast to the individualist and cognitive model of organizational learning, Cook and Yanow envision organizational learning as a social and cultural phenomenon:


… as a set of values, beliefs, and feelings, together with the artifacts and their expression and transmission (such as myths, symbols, metaphors, rituals), that are created, inherited, shared and transmitted within one group of people and that, in part, distinguishes that group from others (2011, p. 361).



Studying and conceptualizing organizational learning as participation in organizational practices has played a central role in social theories of learning over the last 25–30 years (Elkjær, 2003; Brandi & Elkjær, 2011; Gherardi, 2011). The introduction of the concept Communities of Practice (CoP) by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger in the early 1990s has inspired many researchers to investigate organizational learning as a thoroughly social and situated activity (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Brown & Duguid, 1996; Cook & Brown, 1999). More recently, theories of practices – or practice theory (PT) – have conceptualized organizations and organizing in terms of unfolding practices (Schatzki, 2002 & 2006; Gherardi, 2006; Nicolini, 2012). Notably, the work of Theodore Schatzki has explicated organizations as bundles of social practices and material arrangements that are held together in specific ways as organizing happens.

This article sets out to discuss the role of practices and people’s participation in practice(s) as conceptual accounts of organizing and learning. The article asks how organizational learning can be conceptualized through practice perspectives, in order to account for how people come to know and how organizational change comes about.

In what follows, the discussion takes its point of departure in Lave and Wenger’s now classical account of learning as (legitimate peripheral) participation in CoP’s, and Schatzki’s PT account of organizing and organizations. Both of these accounts are centered on the role of practices as people come to know, and as changes occur in social activity. However, in their respective focus, the two accounts tend to construe coming to know in organizations in slightly different ways. I will lay out the central ideas in the two accounts and point to some of the commonalities and, more interestingly, investigate where they diverge in their mode of inquiry. Following John Dewey and Arthur Bentley’s historical and conceptual analysis of modes of inquiry (1948/2008), I will discuss how the two approaches tend to understand their subject matter, and I will point to differences in focus and ambition among the two approaches that have implications for how organizational learning can be conceptualized and eventually studied. These differences can easily be stipulated as absolute ontological discrepancies that set CoP and PT approaches apart. But, following Dewey’s pragmatist philosophy, it can be argued that instead of construing (ontological) contrasts between the two, it is more productive to position the approaches as complementary: each theoretical approach helps address pertinent problems in relation to organizational learning that the other seems to neglect. Finally, Ole Dreier’s attempt to transcend the narrow understanding of situatedness inherent in CoP and develop a theory of persons in structures of social practice is also considered as a potentially promising, but as yet underdeveloped, contribution to organizational learning research.



Organizational learning and communities of practice1

Since Lave and Wenger introduced the concept of CoP it has indeed been used – and some would say misused – in a variety of ways serving different purposes. In reflecting on the notion of CoP almost 20 years after its introduction, Lave (2008, p. 283) mentions that the concept of CoP “… has taken on a life of its own, sometimes in felicitous and generative ways, but at other times in ways that give me a pause.” Lave and Wenger intended CoP to be “… an informal label for a knot of ideas developed in the process [of analyzing situated learning]”, but the label stuck and traveled into management – assisted by Wenger’s subsequent writings (e.g. 1998; Wenger et al., 2002. See also an interview with Wenger-Trayner in Omidvar & Kislov, 2013). Today, CoP is an established concept that is taught in business schools and adopted in human resource management practices in companies as an organizational means to design knowledge sharing practices and stimulate organizational learning. However, Lave and Wenger originally introduced CoP in their efforts to theorize how learning could be understood in ways that did not presume the dichotomies of mind and body, rationality and emotions, etc. that are invested in the cognitive psychology account of learning. As indicated in the quote above, CoP was originally meant as an informal and epistemological label to understand how learning could be theorized in terms of participation in practice, and the notion of legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger 1991) was introduced as a productive theoretical perspective for conceptualizing learning and coming to know – and eventually processes of transformation in, among, and of practices (in organizations). Initially, therefore, CoP was intended to be an epistemological and analytical concept, but it has since ‘traveled’ and obtained still more ontological weight, both for some analysts in academia (including Wenger) and practitioners in business and industry. Many authors have expressed their worries in regard to this ontological drift of CoP and pointed to the inherent structural-functionalist heritage drawn upon when introducing ‘community’ into the equation (e.g. Nicolini, 2012).

As the CoP literature has focused primarily on understanding the mechanisms of learning as legitimate peripheral participation of individuals in groups where individuals are mutually engaged in a common enterprise and with a common history and repertoire, i.e. as a process where individuals belong in communities (Wenger, 2000, p. 203); the question of specifying the nature of the practices (of the communities), i.e. attending to the ontological status of practices, has remained undertheorized (cf. Gherardi, 2009). In this context, Brown and Duguid (2001, p. 203) observe that “[t]he appeal to community has tended to obscure the importance of practice …”. In the CoP tradition, not much theoretical specification is offered in relation to practice(s), besides the fact that practice is social, situated, historical, material and cultural, and connotes the doings of the practitioners (Wenger, 1998, pp. 47–49). Practices are given no granularity, but are rather deposited as an unspecified medium within which individuals learn in situations of communal interactions. Brown and Duguid further argue (2001, p. 203) that:


… the community of practice sometimes appears indifferent to other forms of social alignment, resembling a sort of social monad—a fundamental building block whose articulation with other better-known structures is hard to see. […] while the idea of community may comfortingly suggest that organizations are significantly culturally homogeneous, practice […] uncomfortingly suggests they are to a significant degree divided, riven by practice even as that practice provides participants with their particular kind of organizational identity.



Stephen Kemmis et al. (2014, pp. 3–4) extend this point even further:


Lave and Wenger and others who have followed them have seen the world of practices through the eyes of individual practitioners who encounter one another in their practices, and who learn to adapt themselves and their actions to collective interactional requirements. The world seen by these theorists of ‘community of practice’ is a world composed of sovereign individuals – aggregates of individuals who learn to enter the interactional dances already available in organisations.



I do not agree with Kemmis et al.’s critique tout court. In all fairness, it should be noticed that Jean Lave in particular has a more nuanced view of the relationship between persons and practices that does not reduce practices to the interactional dances of individuals (see e.g. Holland & Lave, 2009). Holland and Lave recognize – following Vygotsky, Bakhtin, and Mead – that persons are shaped in historical and material processes of social life, and recognize the duality of ‘person-in-history’ and ‘history-in-person.’ But Kemmis et al. are correct that the theoretical concept of CoP tends to bring to the forefront processes of learning among individuals (in practice) instead of understanding the transformation of the practices (of individuals). Lave and Wenger lack an elaborate account of the nature and role of practices, and tend to reduce the understanding of learning to what takes place in the situated confines of communities of individuals.



Organizational learning and practice theory

Practice theory is not a unified theory, but should rather be seen as “… a broad family of theoretical approaches connected by a web of historical and conceptual similarities.” (Nicolini, 2013, p. 1).2 In this plethora of approaches, I draw on Theodore Schatzki’s development of practice theory, as his account is widely referenced in the literature. Schatzki’s philosophical account of practice theory revolves around specifying a social ontology that highlights the nature and dynamics of human activity. Among practice theoreticians, Schatzki’s contribution is, in my view, by far the most elaborate in terms of theorizing human activity and conceptualizing social practices. His exposition of practice theory is inspired by the early Martin Heidegger’s event ontology (Schatzki, 2007) and the later Ludwig Wittgenstein’s considerations on intelligibility (Schatzki, 1996), and sets out to understand human activity as unfolding in the form of indeterminate teleological actions in nexuses of practices and material arrangements (Schatzki, 2002, 2010, 2019). Schatzki does not develop a theory of (personal) learning (cf. Schatzki, 2017a, pp. 23–24), but his theoretical outlook makes it possible to theorize organizations and organizational change in ways that are relevant for understanding organizational learning (Schatzki, 2005 & 2006; Loscher et al., 2019).

Schatzki conceives of organizations as meshes of social practices and material arrangements that are bundled in specific ways to continue to exist by the perpetuation and alteration of the involved practices and material arrangements (Schatzki, 2005, p. 476). In Schatzki’s practice theory, the study of organizations is thus made possible as the study of social practices, the interplay among social practices, and the relation between social practices and material arrangements. Furthermore, in this perspective, the study of organizational learning will take the form of studying change and stasis in organizational sites, as the interplay of practices and material arrangement transforms organizations.

Practices, in turn, are understood as organized human activity – as doings and sayings that are organized in specific ways. Practices are organized by the practical understandings of human agents, rules, teleoaffective structures and general understandings (Schatzki, 2002, pp. 77 ff.). Following Wittgenstein, Schatzki sees practical understandings as what makes the world intelligible – as sets of skills or capacities that underlie activity. Rules are “… explicit formulations, principles, precepts, and instructions that enjoin, direct, or remonstrate people to perform specific actions” (Schatzki, 2002, p. 77). Teleoaffective structures determine what makes sense to do; they are “… a range of normativized and hierarchically ordered ends, projects, and tasks, to varying degrees allied with normativized emotions and even moods.” (Schatzki, 2002, p. 77). Finally, general understandings are senses of worth, value and nature that give an overall orientation and purpose to projects and tasks.

Organized as social practices, activities transpire amidst material arrangements. In Schatzki’s account, material arrangements are not part of social practices, but interact with practices in the sense that they can constitute, channel and prefigure social practices. Material arrangements comprise natural objects and artifacts, and they are essential to social practices in that they can afford and/or constrain the enactment of social practices. As an example, material arrangements, such as computers or case files, can make the continuation of certain organizational practices, such as e.g. accounting, easier or harder to enact. Taken together, the organization of social practices and material arrangements is configured in nexuses – and more extendedly – constellations of specific, but changeable, configurations. Doings, sayings, and material arrangements hang together in projects that in turn shape, and are shaped by, practice traditions.

In Schatzki’s ontology, change and stasis are equally in need of explanation. Change is ubiquitous and fundamental in the plenum of practices and material arrangements, as events and processes unfold in social and material life: “… events and processes automatically introduce myriads of differences in the world.” (Schatzki, 2019, p. x). However, what amounts to ‘change’ – as opposed to mere and arbitrary differences – in this plethora of social and material transformations must be singled out by criteria of significance and relevance. As far as processes of organizational learning lead to transformations in and of organizations, they must thus be specified in relation to the significant differences that participants produce in relation to the organization as they learn.



Methodological approach


Ontological issues

Even though the approaches of CoP and PT both focus on practice(s) when accounting for organizational learning and the study of organizational change, we have already discerned some differences between the two accounts. Whereas CoP sees learning as integral to participating in (communities of) practices, Schatzki’s version of PT does not comprise a theory of learning. There are good reasons why this is the case.

The theory of CoP’s was developed as a theoretical account of (situated) learning – “… how learners inevitably participate in communities of practitioners and that the mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the sociocultural practices of a community” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29). Wenger’s subsequent development of the CoP theory (1998, pp. 143 ff.) in relation to issues of (personal) identity continued – and further stressed – the exploration of how individual persons (learners) come to know in (communities of) practice.

The focus of PT, in contrast, is not concerned with issues about how newcomers, or any other learners for that matter, come to know. Generally, it is about “… the constitution of social life: the nature of social existence, what it consists in, and the character of its transformation” (Schatzki 2002, xi) and, more specifically, it gives an account of organizational change and transformation (Schatzki, 2005 & 2006).

It seems clear that neither CoP nor PT are concerned with people per se. The cognitive, psychological or biological fabric of individuals’ learning processes does not play a central role in either account. Both accounts give a social account of human activity – whether it concerns learning (in the case of CoP) or the transformation of social existence and organizations (in the case of PT). But even though both accounts embrace a social theory of human activity, we need to get a better understanding of the theories’ ontological construal of the social.

In order to understand how the theories differ, we thus need to investigate their ontology. Ontology is the study of the fundamental nature of something. Social ontologies account for, or propose ideas for, the nature, properties, and structure of social entities, i.e. what constitute social reality. Importantly, in relation to theories relevant for organizational learning, social ontologies are prone to specify what agency is, and where it can be located in social reality: Who or what learns? What are organizations that they might be considered to learn? What constitutes change in organizations? Social ontologies provide concepts that outline the topics and subject matters that guide research in identifying what should be investigated, explained, or interpreted. Ontologies are integral to modes of inquiry – how we think about the subject matter under investigation. I turn to Dewey and Bentley’s reflections on modes of inquiry to frame the discussion of the ontological presumptions of the two theories. Their reflections provide a useful resource that will help highlight nuances in the research approaches of CoP and PT in relation to organizational learning.



Modes of inquiry – Inter-action and/or trans-action

In Knowing and the Known (1948/1989) Dewey and Bentley set out to clarify a number of misunderstandings in communication that obstruct efforts of coming to know. Their ambition is to reconstruct thinking, and promote a kind of thinking that has evolved in the lineage of human history as the method of scientific inquiry. By carefully examining epistemological and logical terminology at different stages of attempts to organize and represent knowledge about the world, Dewey and Bentley outline a genealogy of Western thinking that attempts to show how people have conceptualized their engagement with the world differently throughout history, and how our present thinking about the world still bears witness to the different explanatory schemes that have unfolded over time.

Dewey and Bentley find one scheme that invokes inter-action as the central course of action: “where thing is balanced against thing in causal connection.” (Dewey & Bentley, 1948/2008, p. 101) This mode of organization and representation of knowledge is fundamental in Newtonian mechanics, and it envisions objects as stable and enduring entities that affect one another causally. Change and agency are thus construed in mechanistic terms and are no longer located in the entities themselves, but rather among the entities as they impact one another like colliding billiard balls. Emirbayer argues (1997, p. 286) that this scheme has become ingrained in contemporary social science, e.g. in ‘variable centered approaches’ that identify and isolate variables as attributes of fixed entities and substances.

Dewey and Bentley also identify a second mode of organizing and representing knowledge. This mode conceptualizes action and change as trans-action:3


… where systems of description and naming are employed to deal with aspects and phases of action, without final attribution to ‘elements’ or other presumptively detachable or independent ‘entities’, ‘essences’, or ‘realities,’ and without isolation of presumptively detachable ‘relations’ from such detachable ‘elements.’



This scheme is inspired by the new approaches taken by quantum physics and evolutionary biology in the first half of the 20th Century, and Dewey unfolds the vision of the scheme in his naturalistic philosophy of experience as a trans-actional phenomenon between organisms and their environment.

In opposition to inter-action, trans-action does not presuppose stable and unchanging substances in the explanatory scheme. Trans-action is a relational form of thinking about phenomena. Trans-actional approaches only accept descriptions and classifications tentatively and in a preliminary manner, “so that new descriptions of the aspects and phases of events, whether in widened or narrowed form, may freely be made at any and all stages of the inquiry” (Dewey & Bentley, 1948/2008, p. 113). Dewey encouraged researchers to suspend judgment, avoid fixities, and be wary of essentializing things—thus honouring a pragmatist, fallibilistic attitude. Old categories and descriptions might turn out to be counterproductive in terms of understanding the complexities of the phenomena under investigation.

For example, this recommendation would amount to not envisioning organizational actors as fixed entities with pre-existing interests, agendas, and objectives. Instead a trans-actional approach suggests conceiving actors as malleable and responsive practitioners that adapt to and impact their organizational environment in reciprocal processes (cf. Kriese, 1978).

Notably, though, Dewey and Bentley advise us to hesitate to elevate trans-actional modes of inquiry as superior to inter-actional modes:


The issue is not baldly that of one or the other approach. It is not even an issue as to which shall be the basic underlying construction—since foundations in general in such questions are much less secure than the structures built upon them. It is, in view of the past dominance of the interactional procedure in most scientific enterprise, rather an issue of securing freedom for wider envisionment. (Dewey & Bentley, 1948/2008, p. 120).



Equipped with Dewey and Bentley’s delineation of modes of inquiry, I will now turn to the approaches of CoP and PT to investigate their respective modes of inquiry.




Discussion


Ontologies in communities of practice and practice theory

Unfortunately, the nature of the social in CoP is not explicitly discussed by Lave and Wenger. Nevertheless, it is possible to discern a social ontology in their account, since their investigations centre around how practitioners participate in, and form, CoP’s where people learn.

For Lave and Wenger the unit of analysis is the ‘newcomer’ or ‘apprentice’ that comes to know (learn) in processes of legitimate peripheral participation in CoP’s. As newcomers interact with old-timers, they acquire new skills, attitudes, and knowledge that eventually transform them as persons; through legitimate participation in the CoP, newcomers have the opportunity to become skillful, knowledgeable members of the community. Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 35) insist that “… learning is not merely situated in practice – as if it were some independently reifiable process that just happened to be located somewhere; learning is an integral part of a generative social practice in the lived-in world.” Studying processes of learning becomes equivalent to studying how newcomers come to belong in CoP’s: “The form that the legitimacy of participation takes is a defining characteristic of ways of belonging, and is therefore not only a crucial condition for learning, but a constitutive element of its content” (Lave & Wenger 1991, p. 35, my emphasis). (Participation in) social practice is thus all about individuals belonging in communities. Furthermore, a practice is the practice of a community of individual practitioners, and the result of processes of learning is that individuals become different persons – their identities are transformed.

The context of the learning process is the situatedness of the CoP. It is the interactions among the members of the community that transform individuals as they learn, and studying processes of learning is framed as the situated inter-actions of practitioners in CoPs. We see the mode of inquiry that Dewey and Bentley describe as inter-action as change and agency: learning is a phenomenon that is located in the situated practice among the members of the CoP.

Things are somewhat different in PT. In PT the unit of analysis is practice(s), not individual people, nor the actions of individual people, but rather their organized doings and sayings, i.e. practices. Practices are seen as organized constellations of multiple people’s activities, and PT holds that practices are social phenomena that have a special bearing on the understanding of human activities. For Schatzki “… practices are just as real as people are: both exist making a difference to how the world is.” (Schatzki, 2017b, p. 27). In fact,


Two basic ordering principles of action are at work […]. Actions are components of a practice by virtue of expressing elements of the practice’s organization. Practice organizations are thus one organizing principle of action. Actions are also components of particular people’s lives. People are thus a second organizing principle for action. Practices and people are distinct ordering principles, neither of which can be reduced to the other. (Schatzki, 2017b, p. 28)



PT has a specific interest in understanding and analyzing the social element in human existence, and how social life organizes human activities as they unfold in a material world. The subject matter for PT is therefore not features of human lives, as expressed in concepts of subjectivity, identity and learning as these phenomena are related to individuals, but the collectively organized ways of making the world intelligible: modes of being-in-the-world. It is thus not surprising that PT does not offer a theory of learning, as learning is, in Lave and Wenger’s social account at least, related to the inter-actions of individual learners. Although PT does not hold a theory of (individual) learning, PT has implications for understanding learning as a social phenomenon, since the activities of learners can be understood in terms of social practices.

Whereas CoP focus on the interaction of individuals that constitute ‘communities’ (but does not make explicit what the ‘practices’ of the practitioners are), PT focuses on understanding the involved practices (and decentres the individual practitioners). “… Practice theory offers accounts of how the structure of the social world as practices delimits and defines the knowledges (and other items), the acquisition of which constitutes learning.” (Schatzki, 2017a, p. 33). Practices are thus trans-actional in Dewey & Bentley’s sense, in that they organize both knowing and the known, subject and object, in temporal-spatial processes of unfolding activities. PT is not a theory of learning and identity construction, but it is a theory that holds implications and resources for theoretical understandings of (personal and organizational) learning and identity. It provides a vocabulary for understanding the social situatedness (i.e. the context) of learning paths in and among social practices and material arrangements. For PT, the context of certain forms of activities, e.g. learning activities, cannot be fathomed in local situations where interactional mechanisms are played out (in communities). The context of these activities must rather be construed as sites, i.e. spaces or places where social events occur to become intelligible for the participants of these events as they happen. Sites are specific forms of contexts constituting and being constituted by their elements (practices and material arrangements). This means that the context for learning is not restricted to the (local) CoP, but must rather be understood as a particular way that the world is made intelligible through practices. Sites and practices are thus co-constitutive.

What is gathered from the above examination of CoP and PT is that the theories provide different resources for organizational learning studies. The CoP approach zooms in on the situated interactions among participants in a CoP to analyze how individuals learn in the context. PT is also interested in the doings and sayings that unfold as situated practices, but not only. Many practices are not confined to the doings and sayings of local groups of interacting individuals – typically practices span broader temporal-spatial arenas. These arenas form contexts (sites) where the context and the contextualized entities (i.e. the episodic doings and sayings that unfold in time and space) constitute one another: “What the entity or event is is tied to the context, just as the nature and identity of the context is tied to the entity or event …” (Schatzki, 2005, p. 468).

Drawing on Dewey and Bentley’s genealogy outlined above, we see that the CoP and PT approaches configure different modes of inquiry into social activity: both approaches take their point of departure in social practice, but they construe sociality differently. The interactional CoP approach operates with a substantivist ontology of people, whereas the PT approach assumes a transactional ontology of open-ended practices.



Are ontological differences problematic?

So far, the discussion has documented that the CoP and PT approaches differ in their modes of inquiry, and that they stipulate respectively a substantivist and a relational ontology. This indicates a fundamental discrepancy in their subject matter and ‘first principles’, i.e. their a priori assumptions about the constitution of the social, normally taken as a sign of theoretical incongruence, incompatibility, and contradiction. However, if we follow Dewey’s lead, this conclusion is not warranted.

Dewey’s pragmatism envisions ‘the primacy of the practical’ not primarily as a metaphysical principle that is stipulated to close an epistemological gap in human experience of the world, but rather as an anthropological and empirical claim about the problem-centredness of human endeavors (cf. Gimmler, 2018; Buch & Jensen, 2018). Dewey’s instrumentalist approach urges us to see theories as tools that (social) scientists employ when they engage with the environment to make sense of what is happening in the world. Theories are thus more or less appropriate or useful according to the problems researchers wish to investigate and solve. Research does not need metaphysical ontological theory to get started (Dewey, 1938). In fact, Dewey argues that metaphysical commitments to specific ontologies might sometimes even hamper inquiry:


When viewed from the standpoint of its position in the conduct of inquiry, the relativity theory rendered space and time themselves subjectmatters of inquiry instead of its fixed limits. In the Newtonian theory they had been treated as an Ultima Thule beyond which scientific inquiry could not possible go. These considerations may be used […] as an example of how submitting inquiry to ontological reference obstructs it. (original emphasis, Dewey & Bentley, 1948/2008, p. 286)



Inquiry cannot, of course, escape ontological presumptions, in the sense that researchers always make judgements relative to a ‘background’ of ontological assumptions, but the scientific method, i.e. inquiry, must potentially submit all assumptions to critical scrutiny (although not simultaneously). For Dewey, ontological assumptions must be treated like any other assumptions, i.e. as representations of the world made by humans in specific contexts to serve specific purposes. Dewey’s instrumentalism urges researchers to critically reflect on the usefulness of their theories and assumptions in relation to the problems under investigation, and revise them accordingly to fit the problems that they seek to solve:


[A] thirsty man seeking water to drink in a dry land would hardly be furthered in the emergency in which he finds himself by calling upon H2O as his subjectmatter; while, on the other hand, the physicist engaged in his type of problem and inquiry would soon be brought to a halt if he could not treat water as H2O. For it is on account of that mode of treatment that water is taken out of isolation as a subject of knowledge and brought into vital and intimate connection with an indefinitely extensive range of other matters qualitatively and immediately of radically different kinds from water and from one another. (original emphasis, Dewey & Bentley, 1948/2008, p. 291).



The same line of thought extends to the different modes of inquiry—inter-action, and trans-action—that have been used to explain phenomena in the course of history. These modes of inquiry represent different theoretical approaches and make different assumptions about the world. But these schemes are not true or false according to their (ontological) relationship to the world. Dewey makes no ontological claims about the existence or non-existence of substances, but seeks to understand the schemes according to their usefulness in explaining subjectmatters—and he explains how subjectmatters are always picked out relative to the problems that researchers identify and wish to solve.

The different ontological assumptions of theories should thus not be seen as a mark of (absolute) incompatibility and conflict according to ‘first principles’, but rather as a sign of different priorities and focus according to ‘last principles’, i.e. according to the practical implications of the theories as tools for social research.



Complementary or integrative ontologies. Where to go with organizational learning?

The merits of CoP for theorizing organizational learning are already established in the literature (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Brown & Duguid, 1996), and the resources of PT are also clearly pertinent for understanding processes of organizing and coming to know in organizations (Schatzki, 2005 & 2006; Losche et al., 2019). Although the two approaches rely on different ontological assumptions about the fabric of social reality, this divergence does not imply reciprocal exclusion.

Davide Nicolini (Nicolini, 2012, chapter 9; Nicolini & Monteiro, 2016) has convincingly argued in favor of an eclectic ‘toolkit’ approach that combines different sensitizing concepts in the study of (organizational) practice. The CoP approach, by zooming in on the mechanisms of participation in local communities of practice, brings out how individuals learn in organizations, and the PT approach, by zooming out on the configurative interwovenness of practices in nexuses and constellations, brings out how organizing and organizational change and stasis happen. It is possible to defend this line of argument by invoking a Deweyan instrumentalism that conceives of theories as tools or instruments that must be assessed relative to the problems that they help solve. The substantivist ontology of CoP is warranted if the researcher is mainly interested in understanding, ceteris paribus, processes of learning among individuals in groups in situated practice, whereas the relational ontology of PT is better equipped to bring forward processes of change and stasis among practices in and across sites (but less suited to fathom the learning processes of individuals). Although Nicolini does not himself mobilize the Deweyan vocabulary, the drift of his argument aims at a pragmatic conception of theories of practice as providers of sensitizing concepts that might be employed by social scientists as instruments for different explanatory purposes. Nicolini’s toolkit approach thus suggests that CoP and PT take up complementary positions as tools for social scientists that are engaged in understanding organizational learning.

However, if we follow Dewey and Bentley’s genealogical reasoning about modes of inquiry, we might eventually reach a more ambitious conclusion about the relationship between different practice theory approaches that deal with organizational learning. Dewey and Bentley are clear that a trans-actional relational approach is not superior to inter-actional substantivist approaches. The important issue concerns “… securing freedom for wider envisionment” (Dewey & Bentley, 1948/2008, p. 120) that enables the continuous research process.

The Danish psychologist Ole Dreier has developed an account of learning that integrates insights from the literature of CoP and PT in giving an account of learning in structures of social practice (Dreier 2007 & 2008). Instead of situating CoP and PT as complementary theoretical accounts, Dreier synthesizes the theoretical perspectives by theorizing learning as personal (not individual) trajectories in social practice of: “Learning is seen as situated in social practice, and in the pursuit of most learning, persons are seen as moving around in social practice. They are involved in personal trajectories across various social contexts of practice.” (Dreier 2008, p. 63).

The notion of community (of practice) does not figure in Dreier’s account. Unlike CoP, Dreier does not delimit learning to being understood in terms of mechanisms that take place in local CoP’s. Instead, Dreier investigates how persons learn as they mature and enter different contexts and engage in multiple practices. Thus being situated does not mean staying in the same place and interacting with the same group of practitioners. Situatedness is trans-local and spans engagement with embodied persons engaged in multiple practices. The situatedness of persons’ learning is thus poorly understood in relation to specific, individuated CoP’s: Understanding the learning of persons and groups must be theorized in relation to their trajectories in space and time that emerge in multiple social practices. Furthermore, in the process of learning of persons and groups of persons, the learners might change their minds about the significance and objectives of the learning processes. The mechanical inter-actional model of learning found in CoP is inadequate, and must be substituted with a trans-actional model that construes learning as reflexive processes through which persons come to know in a dynamic world of changing practices.

Dreier thus substitutes CoP’s confined and interactional contextualism with PT’s transactional site ontology. But unlike PT, Dreier does not decenter persons into practices of organized doings and sayings. He insists on upholding a first-person perspective, and holds onto persons as the unit of analysis for studying processes of learning. For Dreier, persons are in a process of becoming, and it is only possible to understand persons as they learn in trans-actional processes in social practice.4 Dreier theorizes learning as the spatio-temporal life trajectories of persons across multiple practices, while holding on to Schatzki’s site ontology. The life trajectories of persons cross and intersect with bundles of practices and material arrangements in a number of ways (Schatzki, 2019, pp. 63ff): Persons’ lives proceed on the background of social practices; people interpret and understand their situation according to the background of social practices, and their actions are informed by the practices; furthermore, persons’ life trajectories are parts of, and dependent on, the practice bundles, in the sense that peoples’ lives are channeled through their participation in specific practices and practice bundles. Practices and people are thus distinct, but intimately related.




Conclusion

In assessing the conceptual merits of CoP and PT for organizational learning, and the prospects of advancing the theoretical approaches to make them more relevant to studies of organizational learning, I suggest that Dreier’s integrative project offers promise for future research in this field. Dreier’s work does not explicitly engage with the literature in the field of organizational learning, nor does it explicitly address organizational learning as a phenomenon of study. Dreier’s work is primarily preoccupied with issues and problems in relation to psychotherapy, learning psychology, and personhood. However, I suggest, Dreier’s contribution deserves attention as one among other efforts to advance organizational learning conceptually, as participation in organizational practices. However, further empirical research in organizational learning must be undertaken in order to draw conclusions about the merits of these conceptual contributions for this field of research.

The three approaches are summarized in table 1 below:


Table 1. Community of Practice, Practice Theory, and Dreier’s approach









	 
	Community of Practice (CoP)
	Practice Theory (PT)
	Dreier’s approach





	Unit of analysis
	Community (of practitioners – people)
	Practices (doings and sayings – activity)
	Persons (in structures of social practice)



	Core concepts
	Learning, identity, subjectivity
	Intelligibility, organizing
	Personal trajectories across contexts



	Context
	Local situation
	Site
	Site



	Dynamics
	Legitimate peripheral participation
	Change in/among practices and material arrangements
	Personal positions and concerns in context



	Mode of inquiry
	Inter-actional
	Trans-actional
	Trans-actional



	Focus
	Zooms in on situated CoP
	Zooms in and out on practices, nexuses and constellations of practices and material arrangements
	First-person perspective on practitioners in and across social practices



	Ontology
	Substantivist – processes among practitioners/learners/people
	Relational – processes in/among practices and material arrangements
	Relational – processes among practitioners in social practice



	Contribution to Organizational Learning
	Understanding learning in organizations
	Understanding the organizing of activity and how organizational change and stasis is brought about
	Understanding organizational learning as person’s learning in contextual practices






Dreier’s approach avoids Kemmis et al.’s critique that CoP constructs “… a world composed of sovereign individuals – aggregates of individuals – who learn to enter the interactional dances already available in organizations.” (Kemmis et al., 2014, pp. 3–4), while still not decentring persons in the study of formations of social practices, as PT tends to do. Conceiving organizations as bundles of practices and material arrangements (Schatzki, 2005), while studying processes of learning as a social phenomenon that unfolds as people’s life trajectories cross and intersect with social practices, enables us to delimit organizational learning as a social phenomenon that manifests itself when persons learn in bundles and constellations of social practices. The phenomenon of organizational learning thus shows when people’s life trajectories are affected by the bundles of social practices they engage with, and when the bundles of social practices are transformed by people’s enactment of the practices – thus causing organizational change.

Organizational learning takes place when persons learn together in social practice and the organizational constellation of bundles of social practices are altered in significant ways by the persons who participate in the practices. This conception of organizational learning is transactional and processual in Dewey and Bentley’s sense—it does not conceptualize persons (organisms) and organizations (environments of social practices) as distinct entities that inter-act. It construes the relationship between persons and organizations as co-constitutive in processes of trans-action. It acknowledges that people and practices are co-constitutive and mutually related in processes of transformation, and it avoids reducing organizational learning to a psychological phenomenon of cohorts of individuals that learn (as Argyris & Schön’s (1978) and March & Olson’s (1987) theorization of organizational learning tends to do). It also avoids conceiving organizational learning as organizational processes that are best understood by decentering people, and thus stipulating organizational learning as a phenomenon resulting from organizational entities that do the learning themselves (as Weick (1991) tends to do). Organizations and (bundles of) social practices should not be reified as entities that do the learning themselves. Dreier’s acceptance of the ontologies of people (conceived as persons) and practices accentuates the trans-actional dance between persons and practices in organizational settings that constitutes processes of organizational learning.
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	1 This section draws on arguments and formulations presented in Buch (2015).

	2 Space does not allow for a substantial review of the extensive literature on practice theory and pratice-based studies. I direct the reader to the following reviews: Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Green, 2009; Guzman, 2013; Hager, 2014; Hillebrandt, 2014; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Miettinen et al., 2009; Nicolini, 2012; Rashe & Chia, 2009; Østerlund & Carlile, 2005. Schatzki’s specific version of practice theory is discussed by Caldwell 2012, and Losche et al. 2019 discuss the implications of Schatzki’s theory for organization studies. When I refer to practice theory throughout the rest of the paper, I have Schatzki’s specific version of PT in mind.

	3 The concept of trans-action is thoroughly discussed in e.g. Morgner (2020).

	4 Jean Lave often references Ole Dreier as does Theodore Schatzki. As Jean Lave has grown increasingly wary of the notion of CoP’s, she often refers to Dreier’s account of learning in structures of social practice (e.g. Lave 2019). Likewise, Schatzki acknowledges Dreier’s account of learning as promising (Schatzki 2017a).
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