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Abstract

This thesis sets out a theoretical premise for design research into the space of the 
designer, working inside the design system or context. The designer is understood as 
actor, as active agency looking inwards in a comprehensive way to examine where ideas 
are located and then, how these new insights or perspective might be meaningfully 
introduced. In order to develop this research, personal journal writing is employed as to 
develop an understanding about how the designer/actor can actively engage with being at 
once participant, and observer, of their own design practice. A series of design case 
studies are carried out, where the role of the designer as actor is critically examined 
through forms of personal journal writing. What this entails is the establishment of a form 
of autopoetic system for writing in several voices of the self, and self-as-other working in, 
and through  as design project case studies. I critically evaluate these journal case studies 
to inform my understanding about the design of dialogic visual communication, where 
multiple perspectives of self, and self-as-other may be interwoven into the visual design 
artifact.  As a result of conducting this research, I propose the existence of what I term the 
‘conversational self’ as a means for developing new knowledge and knowing through 
conversational story-telling as design research. My research introduces the 
‘conversational self’ as a generalisable theory for design research which addresses the 
ways in which the designer might effectively engage with the workings of personal tools 
and patterns of practice, thus building greater objectivity through recognition of local 
contexts, and the role of the designer as actor and as a situated self within the design 
process. My research findings describe a space for the ‘conversational self’ as the coming 
together of three linked knowledge systems for creation and learning. I describe this 
theory as ‘agency-centred’ design for research about design and experiential knowledge 
contexts through research into the development of project case studies  where individual 
styles and approaches to learning and thinking which are recognised and valued as 
implicit tools of and for design practice.

Firstly, the conversational journal writing format which I develop situates the designer/
researcher as both participant and observer within their design decision-making. As a 
result of the uses of the journal format as a practice-based research methodology through 
case studies, I observe the effect of producing what I term an ‘autopoetic’ (Maturana and 
Varela) self-producing system, which enables me to introduce both rational and intuitive 
content that works in my journal through a range of thinking styles and journal forms. My 
research strategy involves the writing of several concurrent and interacting levels of 
internal conversation across ‘I’, ‘You’, ‘Me’ and ‘We’ as parallel and interactive 
experiential voices of self through uses of a journal format where a range of experiences 
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are documented as design project narratives. The conversational contexts which this 
approach offers provide a means for introducing multiple perspectives from self, and self-
as-other (as designer, author, subject, agent, person) to explore topics and social 
knowledge themes through a range of creative conversational learning contexts (Pask, 
Glanville).  In the course of developing this approach  I draw on theories about personal 
constructs (Kelly, Thomas and Harri-Augustein); the self as forms as agency (Archer); 
about experiential learning and knowledge creation through learning conversations 
(Baker, Jensen and Kolb) ; and social knowledge as networks, flows and exchange 
processes (Boisot). 

Secondly, as a finding from my usage of this journal format, I propose the workings of 
what I describe as my ‘unity of self’ system construct as an enabling and generative 
system for working with social knowledge and the ‘self’ as forms of agency through 
internal conversations. Margaret Archer’s theory describes the social self as forms of 
causal agency active in everyday social  and experiential contexts. In my case studies I 
trace the internal dynamics and interactions of ‘voices’ of self in the journal text, which I 
evaluate as the workings of conversational levels and layers which engage with a range of 
details and perspectives for each project using written and non-verbal forms. The design 
case study projects each describes a particular context for design practice; including 
institutional, corporate, experimental, and personal design projects. In using this 
methodology for journal writing, I show how I am able to explore the social interplays of 
personal/public and individual/collective frameworks for design practice contexts. 

Thirdly, through my evaluations of the design project case study journals, I observe the 
emergence of topics and themes in each project around my understanding of the role of 
context for defining the social and experiential ‘materials’ (Schön) of the situation.  The 
topics noted from conversations in design case inform what I term my ‘contextual field’ 
as the third learning system in my findings from this research. This ‘contextual field’ is a 
kind of topical map which provides signposts for working with social and experiential 
contexts, to design ‘ecological narratives’ (Krippendorff) as forms of language which are 
crafted as intentional and strategic design approaches, as responses to the research 
process of internal reflection about the materials of the situation (Schön).  Through usage 
with my journal format, and unity of self construct, my contextual field topical map 
provides a framework for developing topics and themes for internal conversations to 
inform my design production in both ‘service’ and ‘hand’ craft project contexts. What 
results are rich use case studies documented as forms of conversational story-telling 
where new knowledge emerges as questions and possibilities around the design of visual 
artifacts and service contexts. 
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Introduction   
                                                               
As a design educator, practitioner, and manager, I began this thesis by asking how I can 
better manage and understand my own design decision-making processes across a range 
of different activities and contexts. I felt intuitively that I was employing design thinking 
in a variety of different practice-based contexts which I felt had some relationship to each 
other, as I was using similar patterns and styles of thinking, doing and acting from my 
prior design expertise. The challenges posed by my own motivations, perceptions and 
associations often required me to think differently about design situations in order to find 
solutions or to negotiate complex situations. In my teaching I also observed design 
students as they grappled with finding new or fresh ways to look at situations. I 
recognised how their designing drew upon external and social understandings, and was 
also an activity in which they were personally involved, which also drew from their 
individual life experiences. 

In my consideration and analysis of my own design thinking, I observed that I carried out 
a range of different roles in my own practice, as different kinds of ‘actor’ within 
particular contexts. I understood that my actions were integrally interwoven with the 
situations and people I was working pragmatically with towards some future goal or 
intended outcome. I understand design as a human-centred service activity for making 
informed, strategic choices and plans which can help better manage and provide service 
for human well-being through an informed and considered approach to design decision-
making. In my research I was thus searching for a way to better connect with my own 
understanding about my decision-making processes - both as an ‘actor’ taking part in the 
design process, whilst at the same time, being able to stand outside the process to 
critically reflect on the ‘how and why’ of my design decision-making processes. I 
understood this to be a general principle for design practice - be it about graphic design, 
project management, devising strategies for organisational growth, or for photography 
and image designs. As agency the designer plays an active participant role, and is also at 
the same time an observer of their own process. As a result of these initial perspectives, 
my research became engaged with exploring ways in which I could better develop a 
holistic and reflexive methodology for writing about my design practice. In this 
endeavour, I became aware of the significance of language, story-telling and in particular, 
of how conversation works as an ontological framework for understanding multiple 
perspectives. 

Krippendorff (1998) describes what he terms ‘ecological narratives’ as dialogical spaces 
for generating and enacting knowledge through what he terms ‘languaging or 
conversation’. 
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“An ecological narrative is not social, political, or international because it 
represents social, political or international phenomena (as theorists must 
claim for the their theories) but rather because its distinctions are an 
acknowledged part of what is being narrated, enacted, and hence 
experienced by its participants. Such a narrative cannot be modelled after or 
emulate a mechanistic, organismic, or mentalistic system. It may instead be 
understood in terms of a dialogical concept of language - namely, through 
languaging or conversation.” (1998: p 9)

Further theories about design thinking which I research in this thesis underscore the 
significant role of creative and lateral thinking for design problem-solving. Further, that 
learning through the constructive uses of ‘conversation’ has generative and 
transformational potentials. My research into Pask’s conversation theory at the 
commencement of this thesis supports my understanding about the power of 
conversations as an ontological underpinning for design and learning. My initial research 
question was about how to to better manage my own design process, and how to 
understand the different kinds of roles I play within my own design practice  including 
teaching design, visual design practice, and community engagement as service-oriented 
design. My initial research question was: 

How can I improve and better manage my design decision-
making processes, to better understand the parameters of a 
specific situation, to help my self, and others, learn from lived 
experience, to invent and speculate about possible futures? 

As a result of initial research into conversation theory, and the possibilities for writing to 
develop personal constructs, I researched journal writing practice as a form of research 
methodology. I was also looking to explore my understanding about the ways in which 
the ‘designer’ works as forms of social agency in design practice. As a result, my research 
question became:

 How can I develop a conversational journal writing 
methodology which enables me to develop and integrate 
multiple shared perspectives to inform my design practice ? 

My Research Methodology

In order to develop an understanding about my own agency within my designing I 
embark upon the design of particular format and structure for personal journal writing. 
Based on my adaptation of theories from conversational learning, experiential knowledge 
and the self as agency I introduce a format for conducting personal journal writing, which 
explores ‘my-self’ and my ‘self-as-other’.  As a result of this process, I am able to 
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observe and realise the unfolding of a construct for design inquiry which positions myself 
as designer/actor, working within the design system, where local and experiential 
knowledge is explored in a comprehensive manner, resulting in a model for practice 
which I term my ‘conversational self’. As a model for processes of interaction, what this 
involves is the creation of new knowledge at the intersection of three linked knowledge 
generating systems. My ‘conversational self’ thus becomes the means by which I am able 
to answer my research question, by enabling me to engage with all manner of 
information, knowledge, and knowing and guide me towards a deliberative and informed 
decision-making which engages with what is known, and also what is not-known, what 
might be possible within a design situation. I describe the development of this 
‘conversational self’ in a series of diagrams which are developed throughout this thesis. 

The Problematic of Auto/biography as a Form of Research

Research methods and findings which focus on the epistemic subject (the researcher) are 
in themselves problematic from the point of view of deductive science paradigms. These 
approaches prioritise  knowledge as objective (a-personal) forms of inquiry which are not 
seen to be bound by embodiment or prejudice on the part of the researcher involved. The 
logic of the scientific paradigm is problematic for design as a discipline, as design seeks 
forms of inquiry which are inclusive of complex understandings - design is both inductive 
(i.e. generates theory from research) and abductive (i.e. research and design happen 
concurrently). Design research practices are spoken about and characterised as being 
about /for/ and through design, thus recognising the ways in which design acts within an 
existing system, not acting upon it or on its behalf (Findeli, 2001). In this research, my 
question relates to the space of the designer, working inside the design system to 
systematically and effectively gain insights and knowledge about how decisions are 
made. The value of this approach is potentially to inform understandings about practice 
through a greater awareness of processes of knowledge creation, management and 
invention as visual form and language. 

In order to develop this approach for design, working within the decision-making space, 
the research methods which I employ are largely auto/biographical, around writings of the 
self and self-as-other. The process which I establish here provides a means through which 
I enter the space of my own practice through internal dialogues as circular and cyclic 
relationships between my own subjective and objective realities and experiences. As part 
of this process, events and recordings are subjected to review and critical evaluation by 
my ‘subject’ (participant) and object (observer) selves. My approach is thus a critical 
hermeneutical research methodology which seeks to find a balance between multiple 
discourses of deduction, induction and abduction. 
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By acknowledging the problematic in this way, I accept the potential problems for 
research which draws uncritically upon auto/biographical material, as being potentially 
not rigorous or ‘objective’ - as internally oriented and thus solipsistic in being overly 
influenced and determined by personal prejudices. For design research, I also understand 
the need for establishing a research approach which finds systematic ways to engage with 
everyday life worlds and processes of decision-making as dialectical interactions between 
individuals and society. Secondly, I recognise that process of using auto/biographical 
methods involves a form of self-archiving as a collection of personal data is made over 
time, and which can be then critically evaluated to reveal patterns and implicit prejudices. 
The auto/biographical journal format which I employ in this thesis is thus the research 
tool through which my insights about my own practice may be realised. The problem of 
this is exactly how a suitable and constructive system using forms of personal journal 
writing can be established where self as ‘individual’ and self understood as forms of 
‘other’ can be meaningfully recorded and recognised as the workings of my own internal 
decision-making. In a sense, what is required is a methodology for auto/biographical 
research which addresses the paradox here - on the one hand to critically engage with 
personal observation and prejudice; on the other to encourage new and inventive readings 
of situations and contexts. In this way, the approach taken seeks to provide greater 
objectivity for design research, by making more evident the influence and significance of 
the designer as actor, working pragmatically within the design system.

The problematic thus is how I may bridge this by introducing a format for journal-writing 
as a system for recording and enabling multiple viewpoints to emerge and be sustained 
and considered as heuristic potentials for design research. In order to achieve this I realise 
the need to explore range of specific and different design contexts, where ‘I’ as ‘author’ 
have different personal investments and roles in the designing. Thus, I see the key 
problematic here is how I can effectively bridge this divide by applying my understanding 
of ‘second order’ cybernetics (Glanville, 2004) to inform an active process of (personal) 
writing forms in multiple ‘voices’ about a variety of design contexts. The question for the 
research thus becomes how the designer can be aware of being inside the design space, 
and be at the same time, critically cognisant of the possibilities and complexities outside 
that design space. To research this I need to carefully establish the format for journal 
writing, as my system or tool, through which I may generate understandings about the 
internal ‘materials of the situation’ (Schön, 1983), which I define to include the workings 
of the individual designer as actor within the design system. The format for my journal, 
and the emergence of my construct for the ‘conversational self’ develop across several 
different projects, which include both personal self-centred projects as well as public-
facing projects with many stakeholders and complexities. 
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My approach to personal journal-writing as a structured set of conversations with myself 
enables me to test the veracity and flexibility of conducting a range of reflective/reflexive 
conversational dialogues, exploring and expressing a rich vocabulary about my own 
knowledge and knowing. In order to establish the background context for my uses of a 
journal for researching this through internal conversations with my-self as different forms 
of agency, I introduce theories about journal writing practices as reflexive and 
constructive processes. (Watson and Wilcox, 2000) suggest the use of journal writings for 
transcending of the divide between ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’, as well as for fostering 
and engaging with reflection, and reflexivity/interpretation. (Boud, 2001) describes this as 
a process of shifting perspective, of recognising the discrete differences between 
objectivity, and subjectivity, in one’s construction of meanings in the world. I evaluate my 
journal writings, showing how different dynamics and qualities of the ‘conversational 
self’ emerge. As a result, I formulate my understanding about the ‘conversational self’ as 
a unified enabling entity, which ‘talks-back’ to my designing and which is firmly based in 
the multiplicity of perspectives which I adopt as different voices of the self. My journal 
process provides the means by which I am both a listening and speaking self-as-subject 
and self-as-other within my designing.

My theory about this ‘conversational self’ describes the ways in which as a situated self, I 
am able to explore my own active role as different kinds of agency - as both interactive 
and discrete ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ ‘self’ voices who, through ongoing conversations, 
who play ‘host’ to the diverse and various other conversations which take place with ‘I’. 
‘Me’, ‘We’, and  ‘You’ selves. My understanding of these different participant roles is 
gained from critical evaluations of my journal writings where flows of conversation 
enable me to explore and assume a range of (self) roles, as a collaborative endeavour, 
through conversations held with my (other) self participants which take place as 
continuous narratives across past, present, and future intentions. 

In this thesis I present a theoretical framework for the workings of a ‘conversational self’ 
as a powerful construct for becoming through my own design thinking. My research 
brings together theoretical perspectives about conversation, learning and designing, which 
I test through practice in my journal writings. As a result of my research I am able to 
show how my model for a ‘conversational self’ offers me a way to extend and explore a 
wide range of insights and perspectives about my own design practice, which can be 
considered and discussed - as a process of conversations with self, and (other) self, 
leading to the emergence of themes and topics, of directions and carefully considered 
values and judgements about a design context. My research shows how this space for 
self-deliberations is potentially both instrumental and responsive in the wider scheme 
of design thinking, as both an active listening and speaking self which assists in 

 

  10 

Intro



innovational thinking. In this introduction I outline and summarise my key research 
developments and findings, which I explore in greater detail in the following chapters. I 
introduce diagrams from my research sources to explain my overall research 
development. I also introduce my key research findings in the form of diagrams to help 
me better understand both my research question, and how I am able to answer that 
question. I refer to these diagrams and discuss them in more detail in the body of this 
thesis. 

 The Designer as ‘Agency’, as ‘Actor’

When I began my research, there were a range of emerging debates within graphic design 
about the variety of roles for the visual/graphic designer - as 'producer' (Lupton, 1998), 
'auteur' (Rock, 2002), and 'journalist' (Poyner, 2003). What these roles begin to suggest 
are ways of considering the visual designer as an engaged participant in the process, not 
just as design ‘service provider’ for commercially oriented clients. They also reflect a 
diversity of ways a visual designer might begin to critically analyse their practice as 
forms of social text which can be read rhetorically, strategically, and stylistically. These 
critical debates about critical thinking for visual design practice highlight an increased 
sense of commitment to defining visual designing within a broader context of 
communication disciplines as more service oriented design practice whilst continuing to 
acknowledge the creative craft dimensions of visual designing. Critical debates also  
acknowledge the role of the designer as author who assumes different roles, and who 
engages in a dialogic communication with the audience. Van Toorn’s (2006) critical 
writings about graphic design and visual journalism stress this dialogic interplay with 
‘audience’ as a negotiated and playful discourse of communication. This is similar to 
Bahktin’s (1981) description of the workings of the ‘utterance’ in communication, as a 
dialogic interplay involving the speaker, receiver, message, and context, as all working 
together, through intertextual instances, as ‘utterance’. If design communication is thus 
understood as ‘utterance’ the ‘author’ (designer) is integrally engaged, in the act of 
communication, as a performative act. 

The acknowledgement of shared subjectivities, where the designer is an active participant  
in the process, alongside readers and audiences, is a critical perspective for my research. 
Thus a designer may occupy several, different states and becomings which take place 
around and through, and all at the same time, in designing.  These are all perspectives 
which involve the designer self as different kinds of agency around critical and 
contemporary questions which I will explore in the course of this research-through 
exploring processes of languaging through conversations which take place with my-self, 
and my self-as-other. This involves the research development of a particular framework 
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for conducting forms of internal conversations which in turn, ‘talk-back’ and inform my 
design decision-making. My journal writings evolve as a series of narratives, where my 
situated self assumes and adopts different identities of self - my ‘I’, ‘Me’, ‘We’, and 
‘You’ selves in conversation. In this process, the format of my journal is a significant and 
stable foundation for my exploration of personal codes through conversational dialogues. 
As a result of this process, I am able to trace and describe the workings of my 
conversational self as an active and determining construct for my own agency. Blevins 
comments on the value of autobiographical story-telling and the particular importance of 
the ‘means’ used to capture one’s internal dialogues. What this highlights is the role of 
written and non-verbal communication forms for shaping emerging narrative content. In 
the case of my journal as a system of entries-the format I develop is a writing style which 
works with long and short written narrative entries, as well as drawings, sketches and 
personal codes.  

When people tell their stories they are not only storied persons
but also storytelling persons. In other words, their narrative practice
shapes their narrative identity through the very means of telling the
story. What remains equally important is the “means” by which they
tell their story, whether oral or visual or a compilation of both. With
the advent of symbol systems (particularly the alphabet) persons were
given a whole new way of capturing their personal story through written
narratives; autobiographies, diaries, memoirs, and so on. 

The employ of this new media shapes both the story and the storytelling, 
which results in a new form of narrative identity, a different shape to the 
“self” or the framework that organizes personal consciousness and action 
into a coherent sense of reflective, volitional, personhood. Simple definitions
of selfhood remain problematic, but the sense of personal identity
and agency seems ubiquitous in Western settings. (Blevins, 2007: p250)

In order to explain how I reached my understanding about the shape and complexion of 
my conversational self as a narrative identity, I need to describe how I brought together 
different theoretical perspectives, and how I tested these through my experiments with the 
journal to research my understanding about the role of the conversational self for my own 
designing. My starting point is Kelly’s (1991) theory of personal constructs which 
explains how individual subjects construct their personal world views and concepts, to 
reflect their experiential knowledge and knowing. As a way to apply and gain insight into 
these theories about learning and experiential knowledge I established a series of 
experiments around the uses of personal constructs with design students.  
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Personal construct theory

Kelly's (1991) theory of 'personal constructs' is a theory about individual interpretations 
and how these form networks of personal associations, derived from lived experiences. 
His theory describes individual psychological makeup as integrally bound with one's own 
lived experiences, which shape patterns of individual belief and association, and influence 
one's unique anticipation of events and codes. Kelly’s social psychology theory of 
'personal constructs' informs the work of Thomas & Harri-Augustein (1991) about self-
organised learning, as a practical approach to structured and guided learning contexts for 
actively engaging with ones' life experiences. In their application of Kelly's theory, using 
a model of a 'repertory grid' one is able to list real-life material things, events, objects, 
people and so on, and, through a process of linked personal associations, go on to 
discover one's personal patterns of associative connections across objects, people, 
situations, and events. Thomas et al’s approach thus enables the revealing of descriptive 
networks of personal interpretative/attributive patterns of beliefs, and individual internal 
attributions - where tacit knowledge and lived experience shapes one's own 
interpretations of semantic forms. What results are one's personal constructs which can be 
revealing and challenging, offering a way to learn about one's internalised patterns. 

Thomas & Harri -Augustein’s model (after Kelly) provided me with a practical method 
for understanding how I could begin to make explicit such patterns of personal belief and 
association. Through the application and adaptation of their 'repertory grid' as a process of 
'learning conversations', I was able to explore the attribution of meanings by individuals 
to their life situations through three experiments I conducted with design students. These 
exercises involved students having conversations with themselves, and with each other, 
about ways of attributing personal meanings to visual examples, and about the processes 
of creating shared narratives. As a conversational learning process, these exercises 
revealed the emergence of concepts as networks of associations, forming interpretative 
frameworks underpinning the students’ experiences. 

From these initial student exercises, I noted that the students were able make explicit their 
individual patterns of association, through applying this ‘personal construct’ approach. 
When working collaboratively, I also noted how they shared in a storytelling process, 
around themes drawn from their own daily lives and human interactions. I noted that 
shared storytelling involves association with one's own life experiences, which are 
explicit and which, when shared, can promote understanding and acceptance of human 
differences. As a conversational process in the student exercise, this approach enabled the 
emergence of new and shared concepts as a result of them conversing, as in-common 
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and explicit agreements, which result from the coming together in shared conversations 
about associative concepts. From this initial research, I make the findings: 

Experience can be framed as networks of personal 
associations, through understanding conversations as learning.

Shared storytelling engages (explicit) individual associative 
with (tacit) forms and genres. That this is a process of textual 
reading as interpretation, and as conversational learning.

Conversation theory

Following my initial experiments and research into learning through uses of personal 
constructs, I researched Pask’s (1975) cybernetic theory about conversation as learning 
and knowledge emergence. Pask introduces conversation theory as a process of 
interactions (between two or more participants) which generate and reveal personal 
associative networks as 'topics' and which are also described as similar to 
'Objects' (Glanville,1988). Pask's 'topics' may be understood to emerge as a result of 
conversations, where two or more participants engage in a productive epistemic 
exchange. Pask names these participants as ‘P-individuals’, who bring psychological 
perspectives and concepts into play through epistemic conversational learning 
interactions.

Pask’s (1975) conversation theory from the field of cybernetics, describes conversation as 
a productive ontological activity. Pask’s theory, and Glanville’s writings about Pask’s 
conversation theory, is a fundamental keystone of my research. Glanville (2007), after 
Pask, describes the ontology of conversation as one which is played out with (at least) 
two participants interacting, exchanging associations, leading to formation of new, shared 
concepts together. Agree, or agree to disagree, but acknowledge a new thought about 
what is being jointly considered. My introduction to this theory about human 
communication and languaging through conversational processes influenced the direction 
of my thinking about how I design, and how I could develop this research through a 
conversational engagement with my own self as agency. Pask’s cybernetic theory 
describes an ontological world-view that human society has the means to continually 
renew and reproduce itself - to create the new, the unpredictable, the imagined, to engage 
with differences, through the having of learning conversations. These emerging concepts 
about knowledge and emergence suggest ways the 'creative leaps' of a design process can 
be understood, as part of an iterative cycle, which may succeed, or fail. 

Goldsmith (1995), and Glanville (2007) suggest that conversational processes can also be 
conducted by the individual, in conversations with self, as well as with others, as  
reflexive dialogues about the situation at hand. It can be done playfully, as a challenge, 

 

  14 

Intro



in a supporting way, but with the aim to introduce new thinking to self and others about 
multiple viewpoints and points of consent or disagreement, as emerging 'norms' which 
provide kinds of boundaries around the topic being discussed.  Whilst this is often 
collaborative, it can also take place as individuals in conversation with themselves, as 
they confer about complexity and negotiate different possible directions within a broader 
particular context.  

Conversation theory thus describes a world shaped by our own thinking, interactions with 
self, others, and situations, in ongoing and immediate anticipation of events as they take 
place, and also about future possibilities. These theories inform my initial research 
highlighting the significant role of experiential knowledge and knowing for creation of 
the 'new', as a circular cyclic process of self-learning. What this understanding suggests is 
that conversational dialogue provides the foundation upon which new knowledge is built. 
That is, it is an ontological process, which reflects a systemic and stable cycle which is 
conducive to knowledge emergence, similar to Maturana and Varela’s (1987) 
‘autopoesis’. In order to better understand the role of stable systems from human 
autopoetic systems thinking, I researched their biological theories about human cognition 
and self-regulation.     

Autopoesis and design system principles 

Maturana and Varela’s theory of ‘autopoesis’ provides an explanation about the biological 
foundations of human cognition. Their theory describes human entities as self-generating 
systems, working with external environments for self-regulation and management. The 
biological basis of their human systems theory provides a powerful metaphor for 
understanding human communication as a living organisational ecology. Maturana and 
Varela's theory of autopoesis thus describes a person engaging within their own life 
context, maintaining them (self), through a cycle of adaptive, evolutionary interactions. 
This is always, in relation to the external living context, the texture of one’s life, the kinds 
of complex social interactions which take place as part of everyday life. In effect, we 
make a world through living in it, through self-reproduction of our own understandings as 
patterns of lived action. Autopoesis theory makes an enduring contribution to 
understandings about human biology, upon which human thought and action in the world 
is embodied, and then enacted. 

Theories about design as a process also describe variants of open and closed systems, 
often as linked and iterative cyclic stages, to account for the diversity of activities 
involved in design thinking. In my research, I refer to selected examples of design system 
cycles which demonstrate general system principles for design thinking (Cross,1990), as 
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well as design models which specify the workings of ‘states’ of action, as cause and effect 
for design processes (Lawson, 2006). I also refer to a model for a design system which 
integrates a diversity of actions, states, stages, and processes into a ‘hypercycle’ of 
possibilities (Chow & Jonas, 2008). Their schema describes both macro, and micro 
activities across a generic design cycle, as categories of innovation, which are described 
as steps and processes which are ‘driven’ by communication, where both ‘action’ and 
’reflection’ are balanced and weighed up. 

The selected design theory models I refer to in my research describe various ways in 
which design thinking can be understood to engage with both subjective and objective 
experiential modes of thought and action within stable cyclic systems. These models and 
cycles both encourage and account for unpredictability in explaining the ways in which 
design decision-making processes occur. For my research, foundational models about 
design thinking provide a fundamental framework about the role of the designer as a 
situated ‘actor’ within those systems. The ways in which I understand this to take place is 
through the process of conversations, as webs of related topics and themes develop about 
a particular situation or design context. My understanding about this developed through 
the conversations I conducted with my-self, and self-as-other in my journals. Based on 
the primacy of the conversation for design as described by Pask and Glanville, my 
journals ‘talk-back’, and as a result, I configure the dynamic workings of my 
‘conversational self’ constructively collaborating in my designing. As a result, I find my 
journal process provides me with a valuable research methodology, as an ontological 
framework for understanding how shared values and emerging knowledge and knowing 
may be configured within and through my design decision-making processes.   

Having established the significance of the conversational dialogue as a basis for my 
(stable) journal format, my research then shifts to finding an appropriate methodology  
for conducting these conversations with myself in a constructive and generative way. In so 
doing, I aim to find a means for conversing with myself about the links between my own 
concrete associations (personal experiences) alongside more abstract concepts (as social 
forms and encodings). That is, I seek to be both part of the process, as well as outside of 
it, observing and commenting. I intend that this will establish a dialogic space for shared 
interactions amongst my self, self as ‘other, and with other collaborators. As a result of 
my research about conversation theory, learning and design, I propose the following 
foundational premises for my research:

 

  16 

Intro



Learning and designing are dynamic conversational processes 
of emergence. 

Design theory suggests that both reflective and reflexive 
thinking contributes to the 'creative leaps' of design decision-
making which occurs through 'abductive' thinking processes.

Design theory offers models of design cycles as processes 
which provide a stable foundation for conducting design 
activities.

Design theory suggests that one can conduct productive 
conversations with oneself, using these cycles, as an effective 
way to manage and map design decision-making.

Self as agency - a theory for conversational voices of the self 

In order to develop my understanding about how I might work to engage with my own 
experiential knowledge and knowing through developing an understanding about how to 
carry out  learning conversations with myself, I research social theories about the role of 
the self as agency (Archer, 2003). Archer’s theory provides me with  a way to engage and 
locate, different modes of address for the self for designing - as kinds of rhetorical 
‘voices’ of the self, which can then inform and exchange topics of conversation around 
the project or situation. Archer's theory about social learning describes a dialogic 
interplay of ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self  - as dialogic participants in the ‘internal’ 
conversation which the self may carry out around all manner of topics. The dialogues 
between these two participant voices provide a framework for beginning to explore the 
different spaces and perspectives of self as ‘agent’, and self as ‘person’, as a relationship 
within and between, voices of the self, where all manner of reflective and reflexive 
concepts can be discussed. The critical space provided by this sharing can be understood 
as a dialogic, open text for conversational exchanges which in my research, take place 
amongst my participant voices of self, similar to the process of sharing and expanding of 
perspectives in Krippendorff’s (1998) description of ‘ecological narratives’.

Ecological narratives can continually expand their participants’ 
understanding by bringing the narratives of each other into the context of all 
others. This expansion requires access to as many narratives as practical 
but, above all, a participant’s openness to expand his or her horizon. 
Superior perspectives, completeness, accuracy, or finality are anathema in 
ecological narratives. (Krippendorff 1998: p16)

Similar to Thomas & Harri-Augustein 'repertory grid' model for self-organised learning, 
Archer's theory of self as agency is also based on a constructive understanding about 
forms of social processes, adapted from Kolb's (1984) learning cycle. Archer's theory of 
the self as agency describes ways to interrogate personal histories and experiences, 
aiming to help individuals better self-manage their own lives, through acknowledging 
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life as a continuum of linked pathways and experiences.  As a result of reading her work, 
I took her two 'voices' of the self - her ‘Subject’ self and 'Object’ self voices, as the key 
participants in a conversational model for my own journal writing. These two voices of 
self became the guiding focus for a research approach, where I also developed the voices 
of ‘I’, ‘You’, 'Me', 'We' selves. These voices and their narrative identities emerged as a 
result of my journal writings, over the space of my research in several design projects. 
Each of these projects is introduced as a particular context for practice, as a particular 
social context for exploring knowledge and values. 

Figure 1 shows Archer's theory describing her domains of the ‘self reviewing itself as 
social object’. As domains for internal conversations, these analytical frames are contexts 
for different kinds of situated self - as ‘You’ /'Actor'; as ‘You’/ 'Corporate agency'; as 
‘We’ /'Primary agency'; and as ‘I ‘/ ‘Subject’ self. Archer (2003: p 115) describes these as 
the self-made qualities of humans as agential ‘project-makers’. Her research describes an 
approach which, whilst analytical, enables the understanding of how the ‘I’ speaks ‘to 
itself’, as a pivotal guiding voice of self. This is projected into future possible self (the 
‘You’); which are also conditioned by the past self (the ‘Me’) and the collective and 
negotiated ‘We’. Archer describes these as ‘morphogenetic processes’, which take place 
over the life-span of an individual. Her theory describes the personal causal power which 
comes from understanding the self as agency, as individuals deliberate, reflect, and finally 
decide, on courses of action, for all manner of life projects. This is a distinguishing of 
‘agents’, and ‘persons’. Archer (2003) elaborates on the importance of this distinction:

What we make of ourselves, through the ‘ultimate concerns’ that we endorse 
and the projects we conceive of in order to realise them, represents the other 
part of our self-constitution. This process of becoming the Actor whose role 
is the social expression of our personal identities, though not accomplished 
under circumstances of our choosing, is voluntaristic; it is an expression of 
our activity rather than passivity. Personal identity also has causal efficacy, 
an important instance of which is the power to transform our initial agential 
placement and to modify subsequent placements, without however being able 
to nullify the fact that we always have an agential status. As persons we also 
have the causal power to personify our roles as Actors in a unique manner, 
to modify them incrementally, or to find a role personally wanting once we 
have come to occupy it. 

The importance of distinguishing between agents and persons can now be 
made clear. In a nutshell, the person can deliberate upon her objective 
status as a social agent. In other words, when we talk to ourselves, one of the 
things that we talk about is our agential placement. (2003: p 112)

Archer’s theory about the causal powers of conducting one’s deliberations about one’s 
objective social and agential status leads to the delineation of her model about the 
overlapping, cause and effect states of the agent/ person self across the scope of public 
and private social contexts. As configurations of different kinds of agent/person, these 
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domains of self provide a powerful way explore one’s own placement through emotion, 
action, empathy and cognitive and perceptual values. What this offers is a way to read 
into  a particular situation, and thus to interrogate and explore a wide range of competing, 
parallel possibilities for taking action and conducting a reflexive dialogue for practice 
purposes. Her model in Figure 1 shows how the identity of agential self is understood to 
develop through a progressive working through from ‘I’ to ‘You’. In this way, the self as 
forms of agency converses with ‘itself’, as both observer and participant, across past, 
present and future. 

Figure 1: Archer (2003: p 124): How the subject reviews itself as social object

In my journal format, I adapt Archer’s model as a basis for my writing methodology, 
where ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self conduct and ‘host’ a range of conversational 
dialogues which include my other voices of self. As this research progresses, I note a 
wide range of personal, and contextual details, as information, anecdote, and 
conversational comment are provided by my various voices of self as levels and layers of 
conversation within project contexts. Each project involves a different kind of design 
activity and intention, including both public oriented projects with other stakeholders, as 
well as my own experimental and personal projects which are more self-oriented for 
personal development of my own thinking and skills. Initially, I commence my journal 
writing with a project for the design of a new community TV pilot program about young 
artists, in collaboration with a local regional gallery. This initial attempt at the use of my 
methodology for a journal format leads me to the next project, titled Sci High, where I am 
able to start discerning the patterns and features of my journal as a ‘talk-back’ participant 
in the process as part of the research process.

I continue to develop my approach for the journal format, by introducing Boisot’s six 
stage learning cycle, as a way to contextualise social and experiential forms of knowledge 
for working with external stakeholders and collaborative design environments community 
engagement design, managing and interacting with a diverse institutional management 
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context to design rich media educational digital content. As a result of my research into a 
range of social and information science theories, I adapt a particular structure for the 
journal conversations, taking note of how multiple identities of self can be deliberatively 
used to flesh out all manner of project details, experiences and concepts. I explore these 
aspects through using five dialectic learning conversations, as frames or thinking styles 
which I may adapt for any topic or time of day. The option to take up any one of these 
five pairings is a positive feature of my methodology, as it encourages an open and 
positive attitude towards the documenting process as playful and interesting. As a 
researcher using this approach, I reflect that after writing in this particular manner, I 
always come away from the act of writing with a new idea, a sense of something learnt, a 
satisfaction of some form of curiosity or interest. The methods used also include non-
verbal drawings and notations, as a personal form of coding language. As a result of this 
research, I make the findings: 

Reflective journal writing can be used as a productive 
construct for practice-based research. 

Documentation of one's design activity through use of internal 
conversations in a journal format provides insights into key 
moments of decision-making, as negotiated topics emerge 
through both listening and speaking. 

The uses of structured approaches to journal writing is similar 
to, and supports the value of, what takes place in the 
application of personal construct theory. 

As a complex ‘nest’ of self as agency, My ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self conversants are 
the ‘hosts’ for the dialogues with other participant voices - ‘I’,’Me’,’We’, and ‘You’, 
working within the journal construct to provide multiple perspectives and insights for all 
manner of social and cultural knowledge contexts. The ‘nest’ of self agency voices offers 
ways to consider both personal, and public modes of sociality and everyday experiences 
through reference to singular and plural tenses as concepts for social empathy as ‘We’ and 
‘You’, and individual personal knowing as ‘I’ and ‘Me’. I understand these nest of voices 
of my ‘conversational self’ as similar to what Pask calls, ‘P-individuals’ who actively 
participate in collaborative conversational exchanges about, and through social 
knowledge and design practice. In order to grasp this relationship, I researched theories 
from knowledge management about the workings of social and experiential knowledge as 
learning cycles. 

Encoding and social knowledge  

Boisot’s (1994/5) theory about social learning cycles, provides me with an explanation 
about the relationship between ‘public’ and ‘personal’ as linked domains of experiential 
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knowledge and knowing. What is significant about Boisot’s theory for my research is the 
bridge it provides into understandings about how knowledge works through the fabric of 
the social, as experiences from life are ‘absorbed’ into the social through everyday life 
activity, and thus become encoded forms. His theory provides a way to conceptualise 
social knowledge as systems of networks, exchange and flows across public and personal 
domains where experiential knowledge is a factor in strategically assessing the potentials 
of a particular context for knowledge innovation. By examining experiential knowledge 
and knowing through the frames of his social learning cycle, Boisot suggests how one 
may identify qualities which are potential seeds for innovation and new thinking within 
context-specific projects. As a result, these insights can then be mapped into the project 
direction as an intentional strategic approach for generating new knowledge. 
Significantly, his theory is founded on the primacy of experiential knowledge within 
everyday settings as the materials of the situation. His theory has particular emphasis on 
the economy of knowledge framings of social networks, understood in terms of personal 
and public learning through investigations of experiential knowledge. In my research I 
integrate Boisot’s theory as a valuable perspective for informing topics about influences 
and impacts of events and instances from external environments understood as codified 
forms of knowledge and project knowing. 

Figure 2 : Boisot (1994: p144) The codification and diffusion of knowledge

Figure 2 shows the foundation for Boisot’s social learning cycle as the relationship 
produced between the axis of ‘diffused/ undiffused’ and of ‘codified/ uncodified’ 
knowledge. His theory suggests that by tracking the details inherent within a particular 
project context, knowledge managers can strategically direct and work towards 
innovation. His theory emphasises the need for attention to the context-specific setting, 
and the workings of a diversity of information, actors, and influences. For design, this 
theory suggests a way to consider the strategic thinking which takes place in design 
processes as part of an overall social learning cycle. Boisot (1994) presents the workings 
of his theory in terms of two ‘knowledge typology’ diagrams, to show different social 
qualities of his four social domains. In Figure 3, I adapt his theory to show how these 

 

  21 

Intro



combined attributes describe four types knowledge activity  which can be employed for 
exploring experiential and social knowledge in design practice. 

Figure 3 : My adaptation of Boisot's knowledge typology (from Boisot: 1994, p123/147)

As Boisot comments, as knowledge moves into the ‘public’ domain, it becomes more 
abstracted and/or diffused as it shifts around his social knowledge domains. In my 
research, I adapt Boisot’s social learning cycle theory as a way to engage with the 
processes of knowledge as networks and flows. I then link his theory about these 
economies of experiential knowledge with Archer’s four domains of self as agency. As a 
result, I am able to identify four domains for understanding social knowledge 
environments across personal/public and individual/collective design practice contexts.  
In bringing these two theories together, I am linking domains of self as social forms of 
agency with experiential social knowledge contexts. For example - in the lower left 
quadrant of Archer’s ‘I/self’, the forms of social knowledge produced is predominantly 
Boisot’s ‘concrete’ and ‘undiffused’ personal, local knowledge. Whereas, in the upper left 
quadrant of Archer’s ‘We/corporate agency’, the forms of social knowledge produced are 
more Boisot’s ‘abstract’, and ‘diffused’ in the domain of shared public communication. 

As a result of aligning the possibilities of self as both participant, and observer (as 
agency), with a theory about the social workings of knowledge and information towards 
innovation, I am able to begin to formulate my research around the workings of the self as 
agency within domains of social knowledge. I explore this notion through its application 
to various design projects in my journals, and as a result of this application, I find that I 
effectively unlock the sequential stages of Archer’s model, and am thus able to describe 
the workings of my self as agency in the four different and discrete domains of her model. 
Whilst I also maintain her progressive cycle, as ‘I/ Self’ moves towards maturation at 
‘You/Actor’ stage, my research shows the value of exploring each domain separately, and 
the consequences which arise from this for what I term the ‘conversational self’. In my 
adaptation of Archer’s model, in Figure 4 I have identified the workings of my voices of 
self as sequential, and also as able to conduct and critique each ‘other’ within the 
narrative. The ‘host’ of the conversations is my ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self who 
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remain in constant negotiation and discussion with the other voices of self. As ‘host’ 
participants, these key voices of self also function as the means through which I as 
researcher, am present within the overall conversational construct of self.

              Fig 4 : My adaptation of Archer’s model of self as social object

Figure 4 shows the possible conversations which I may now have as my stable cyclic 
foundation using conversational ‘voices’ as my 'I /Self ', 'Me /Primary agency', 'We / 
Corporate agency’, and 'You /Actor'. These participant conversants provide frameworks 
which guide my journal writing, over the progress and development of several different 
projects. As my conversants, these voices of self form conversational ‘teams’, and adopt 
particular styles and approaches to dialogue in the the journal writing context, as both 
active listener and speaker. As part of my evaluation of this as my research methodology, 
I summarise key themes and nuances of these internal conversations in my Appendices 
titled ‘Journal Summaries’. My insights from these summaries inform my understanding 
about what is occurring in my research as the emergence of a powerful and prescient 
situated self, which is able to present, and re-present different perspectives about a 
particular design project. I also recognise the significance of the journal format as a key 
foundation for my stable organising system. I consider this as a self-generating learning 
system which is similar to what is described as Maturana and Varela’s  autopoetic system. 
The key aspect is that this system allows me to work reflexively in my designing as both 
listener and speaker. All the while, I am getting on with life, working collaboratively with 
others, whilst conducting internal dialogues.  

Dialectic conversational styles as learning constructs

Baker, Jensen & Kolb (2002) describe five kinds of learning conversation which are 
specific dialectic construct pairings, for exploring different states of mind, action, being, 
and thought. Using these five different pairings, I am able to develop an approach for 
journal writing to bring together Archer’s ‘subject’ and ‘object’ voices, with my use of 
different participant self voices (‘I’, ‘We’, ‘Me’,’You’). Baker et al’s five pairings are: 
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‘Apprehension/Comprehension’, ‘Reflection/Action’, ‘Doing /Being’, ‘Inside Out/
Outside In’, and ‘Ranking/Linking’. In my journal writing, I begin to use these five 
pairings, to explore and converse with my self in my design projects. Adapted from 
Kolb's (2002) learning cycle model, Baker et al’s five dialectic learning frames describe 
different nuances of conversations, which engage with one’s experiential associations, as 
enabling concepts for thought, feeling, action, reflection, and objectivity, about one’s 
interactions with the world through particular project contexts. Through the use of my 
journals for different projects I am able to refine my usage of these five different styles of 
conversation, for gaining insights into my own design process. As I become more familiar 
with the ways in which they assist me to build and explore diverse topics, I am able to 
gain insights into my own understandings of the directions and taking place in each 
project. What is of particular relevance is the ways that each framing offers a dialectic - 
not an ‘either/or’, but rather, an ambience of conversational flow and exchange, around 
which I am able to build topics and possibilities. Figure 5 shows these five different 
modes for conducting conversations with myself, as self-generating productive 
conversations. As a result, I have what I term my ‘stable learning system’ as a construct 
for exploring insights and understandings through my journal writings.

Fig 5: My journal writing methodology: adapted from Archer and Baker, Jensen & Kolb (2002)

As a result of the initial explorations conducted with the journal writing format, I begin to 
understand my design practice as a range of possible contexts for knowledge generation, 
transmission and production, taking place through several possible levels of internal 
conversations which link personal/public; and individual/collective as forms of social 
knowledge and knowing with each having distinctive identify attributes. At the level of 
participant identities of self, I note  'You/Actor' self who leads conversations in domain of 
institutional and public codings. The 'We/ Corporate Agency'  self works mainly in 
collaboratively and interactively whilst understanding that the context is fluid, and 
changeable. This voice empathises with the experiential knowledge and knowings of 
other stakeholders. The ‘Me/Primary Agency’ self leads projects about 
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experimentations with language and form, with reference to shared identities and 
histories. The ‘I/Self’ is the domain for self-centred personal expression, and self-
knowledge. Whilst I describe these identities as discrete voices of the situated self they 
are a construct of a unity of self which I can apply discerningly to different project 
contexts. That is, whilst one particular voice may lead the conversation, all others partake 
of the dialogues in various ways, about different topics and themes and how these are 
considered by the different positions on may take as a multiplicity of self/other self. 

Each of these participant voices can be used to start a conversation, using ‘Subject’ self 
and ‘Object’ self (abbreviated to ‘ss /os’) as the host, researcher voices, with any one of 
the five dialectic pairings from Figure 5. Thus, my journal format system is open-ended, 
and available for any topic, around a set of levels and possibilities for internal dialogues. 
In this way, through the journal ‘talk-back’ I am able to develop topics of conversation 
where (as my-self and self-as-other) I play a role as active participant, as well as and at 
the same time, as active observer. In this way I both introduce and comment upon 
different workings of my experiential knowledge and knowing, whilst at the same time, I 
speculate about the direction of the project overall and the constraints and potentials it 
offers. What this entails are perceptual and cognitive modes of reflexive thought and 
consequent action, followed by further reflection, action and so on in an iterative cyclic 
process of languaging through conversation. What I note emerging as a result of this 
journal writing research is the development of forms of personal encoding, as a way to 
work with this particular journal format of several voices. A familiarity develops between 
the participants, which leads to written and visual short-cuts in the written text, as forms 
of personal notation. As a result of this approach, I am now able to identify a series of 
different layers for my internal conversations, capable of conducting and engaging with a 
range of social contexts, where my various participant selves interact and converse. In 
further developing my model for my journal writing research, I next describe how I 
introduce a range of different thinking styles as another key dynamic layer for my journal 
construct.

Boisot’s theory about the strategic value of analysing information as social learning cycle 
contexts describes two related processes which he calls ‘economizing strategies’(1994: 
p39), as ‘coding’, followed by ‘abstracting’. Significantly, he describes his model as a 
‘conceptual tool’ for examining the ways in which ‘an individual processes and stores 
data over time’. 

The first, coding, is an act of selection from a repertoire of possibilities that 
is performed with varying degrees of efficiency. Such coding organizes 
sense-data into perceptual categories. The second, abstracting, generates 
concepts that in turn economize on perceptual categories. Abstraction leads 
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to generalization, a process that links together ostensibly different 
categories, where these are perceptual or conceptual, allowing them to be 
handled for certain purposes as a single entity. Coding and abstracting 
constitute the two dimensions of a space that we label the E-space ( the E 
stands for ‘epistemological’), a conceptual tool that allows us to examine in 
what form an individual processes and stores data over time.( Boisot, 1994: 
p 39)

Personal constructs and knowledge creation 
  
Boisot’s theory about the ways that information becomes knowledge describes how 
everyday experiences are interpreted, coded, and then absorbed and diffused into social 
contexts of knowledge. For design, Boisot’s theory is important as it provides a strategic 
understanding about the physical and embodied basis of information which he argues, is 
grounded in social contexts, through processes of encoding and abstraction. These are 
fundamental processes which, he argues, seek to economize on energy and space-time, 
present in natural living systems. Learning systems, he comments ‘whether living or inert, 
are those which have the capacity to channel this urge to economize into the creation of 
new knowledge’ (1995: p 164). The economising process is a perceptual and cognitive 
one, which involves patterns and associations based on lived experiences. In order to 
understand and reveal these patterns they can be characterised as ‘personal constructs’. 
Boisot comments on the similarities between his theory about the role of associative 
memories and personal experience and Kelly’s theory of personal constructs. 

Constructs, in sum, describe a highly generalized state of readiness of the 
whole person to respond selectively to classes of events in the environment. 
These become integrated with more general hypotheses - i.e., abstract 
superordinate constructs - concerning environmental events to produce a 
map of cognitive, and behavioural possibilities available to the individual.
( Boisot: 1995: p 83)

My understanding about the role personal constructs can play in processes of self-
learning was fundamental to my my journal format methodology as a way to reveal 
personal and associative meanings. In order to develop my system for managing this 
process, I researched theories about dialectic constructs for self-learning through 
conversation. 

Learning styles and knowledge contexts

Boisot's (1994) theory about the workings of social knowledge describes a social learning 
cycle theory based on Kolb's (1984) learning cycle. His theory explains how knowledge 
can be understood as social encoding which includes the domains of both personal 
experience and public knowledge. The model offered by his analysis provides insights 
which show the links between personal and public knowledge. Boisot develops his 
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theory to describe four domains or types of knowledge activity in utilitarian, practical 
terms. For example - the domain of ‘scientific/public’ describes scientific ‘fact’, as the 
basis for publicly agreed policy and reason. Whereas the domain of ‘local/personal’ 
describes a domain where local and anecdotal knowledge and knowing are built around 
interpretative subjective experiences and insights. The upper quadrants of Boisot's cycle 
Figure 6 reflect social encodings which are public knowledge, which is more likely to be 
stable, shared and which is recognisable, as transferable structures and forms -within 
organisations (proprietory) or as public social discourses. Stability is conditional on 
context, and changes over time as a result of social sharing and negotiating. These are 
informed and shaped by the lower quadrants - the concrete domains, which draw on and 
engage more directly with experiential knowledge and knowing - as personal (local), and 
topical (common sense) social encodings. 

Boisot discusses these four quadrants in light of Kolb’s key ‘learning styles’ of 
divergence, assimilation, convergent, and accomodator. Boisot links these styles into his 
four quadrants for social learning, as the primary thinking modes for different quadrants. 
For example, ‘assimilators’ work largely in the quadrant of diffused/ concrete encoding, 
where ‘topical/common sense’ forms of social knowledge are predominant. In contrast, 
‘accommodators’ work largely in the quadrant of undiffused/ abstract encoding, where 
‘esoteric/proprietary social knowledge production is predominant. What this relationship 
suggests is a way of understanding the primary modes of thinking which take priority in 
each of these four quadrants. The aim of this is to assist in one’s strategic management of 
design thinking about particular projects, which have been located across this spectrum. 
Of course, this is a fluid process - for example, a project may be mainly located in any 
one domain in Figure 6 but the designer would bring to it a range of thinking styles, 
which would be part of the overall deliberations which occur.  

Figure 6 : My adaptation of Boisot’s knowledge typology (1994) showing Kolb’s learning styles 
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What I observe as I evaluate my journal writing where I adapt the usage of these five 
dialectic pairings is that I can identify all of these thinking styles being employed at 
different times in any one project. As a result, I am able to build a far richer 
understanding about I can better manage my own thinking for strategic purposes which 
can be applied to any project - whether in the more public -facing quadrants, or in the 
personal lower quadrants. What I discover is that my journal format enables me to 
explore every domain through a range of perceptual and cognitive thinking filters in the 
process of the conversations between my ‘I’, ‘Me’, We’ and ‘You’ conversant selves. This 
dynamic conversational process provides me with a kaliedoscopic toolbox for exploring 
and questioning each particular project, in a conversational way which is relative to my 
broader understanding about social knowledge transmission, reception and production 
processes. As a result, I understand my conversational self ‘talking-back’ to me through 
the journal, providing new insights and knowledge to inform my design decision-making. 

As this research progresses, I continue to add to my understanding of how the 
‘conversational self’ engages with topics and threads of conversation using a range of 
thinking styles. I note how a diversity of social, cognitive, and utilitarian possibilities are 
thus introduced for consideration in the design process using this particular approach. For 
example in the upper left quadrant, the encoding context is for knowledge which is 
particular to an institutional context, and may take the form of legal and proprietary 
policy and regulatory design requirements. In this quadrant, I am predominantly using 
‘accommodator’ thinking, but this is also informed by cycling through the other options 
available. In contrast, my lower right quadrant is where speculative and experimental 
design into the uses and forms of language and shared histories can be located, as mainly 
‘assimilator’ type of thinking, but which also includes ‘uses of ‘converger’, and 
‘assimilator’ as creative thinking styles which inform the project narrative. 

Through my uses of a journal construct for documenting my design activity as a series of 
case studies, I firstly I begin to conduct conversations with my-self and self-as-other by 
exploring each case study by applying Boisot’s social learning cycle theory. I then 
develop journal narratives using my ‘unity of self’ construct, to introduce and explore 
different social, cognitive and perceptual dimensions internal conversations. I note the 
emergence of key themes and topics of conversation in each these project case studies. 
Figure 7 shows the ways I identify the workings of constraints and enablements as 
processes of knowledge interactions with stakeholders for a series of possible social 
knowledge contexts. What this offers is a topical map of contextual possibilities which 
may be now applied to any design project to generate rich narrative content.   
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Figure 7: My knowledge typology for design practice contexts (1)

By adapting this framework for design practice I thus de-construct, and then re-construct 
a given project, exploring the strategic potentials and underlying tensions which are the 
result of the interplays between my different identities of situated self - my ‘I’, ‘Me’, ‘We, 
and ‘You’ as a series of multiple readings of the situation. My journal format using the 
five dialectic pairings encourages this diversity of thought that generates a rich resource 
of knowledge and knowing about, and through my designing.  I see how this interplay 
involves a constant tension around the stabilisation of new knowledge as agreed and 
shared negotiations emerge about what is happening in the project. I understand this 
tension as the semi-tacit domain where new knowledge emerges as a result of the 
conversational dynamics which take place in the journal narrative. For example, if a 
project is primarily in the domain of ‘proprietary’ business-oriented knowledge, I know 
the main context involves working with particular institutional or regulatory contexts as 
legal and business practices. In conversing about the public nature of the project details, I 
am also able to introduce a range of personal and anecdotal experiences into the narrative, 
and discuss these through the voices of the self in the journal. As a result, the process is 
open-ended, and often new insights and perspectives are shown to emerge as possible 
directions for the designing. In this way,  I observe how my journal ‘talks-back’ through 
my uses of a range of thinking and learning styles and framings of self as agency. 

In the lower left quadrant I engage more with projects which are more concerned with 
local everyday experiences, which are ‘undiffused’, and thus rich with personal 
associations and raw (concrete) experiences. In these design contexts, I note how I am 
able, through the journal writing, to include a range of perspectives which reflect an 
empathy with a wider social context of knowledge through the negotiations between my 
participant voices. In particular, the uses of ‘We/Corporate agency’, and ‘You/Actor’, 
where, as my journals show, I am able to reflect and carefully deliberate on shared 
internal perspectives and patterns of practice. These conversations provide me with 
valuable insights and perspectives for my design thinking and process development.
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In contrast, the right side of the diagram is the domain of ‘diffused’ knowledge where I 
can locate projects which have either shared public and or personal potentials. For 
example, projects which engage with shared persuasive and authoritative social dialogues 
(upper right quadrant), about everyday experiences of in-common news and world events. 
Whereas in the lower right quadrant I am exploring social concepts and discourses which 
are about common histories and identities (lower right quadrant). These include new 
media contexts such as social networking sites, where interactions are immediate, 
anecdotal, experimental, and mutual expressions of cultural and social identities. My 
methodology for this research provides me with a conceptual and useful framework to 
work both abstractly, and practically, whilst continually considering the emerging themes 
and topics which emerge through the conversational context of the journal format. 

My ‘unity of self’ construct

I consider the voices of self as a construct which I name ‘unity of self’. I consider this as 
a self-learning system which helps in management of many levels of knowledge 
complexity in my design practice. In my journals I observe how my ‘unity of self’ voices 
interact with a wide range of topics and themes in design processes. Figure 8 shows my 
construct for a conversational ‘unity of self’ as a rich and dynamic structure for shifting, 
re-directing, and questioning, and generating the conversational flows over past, present 
and future. 

Figure 8 : My ‘unity of self’ construct

The key conversants here are ‘Object’ self and ‘Subject’ self who converse in a 
continuous way as my person-self in real-time journal writing about my design project 
work. My journal narratives show how my internal conversations occur primarily 
between the resolved position of ‘You/Actor’ and the initial starting point of ‘I/Self’ as 
the dominant forms of internal address which then over time, expand to engage with the 
‘We/Corporate agency’ and ‘Me/ Primary agency’ positions. This feature of my 
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approach is similar to what Archer describes as the primary conversation between ‘I’ self 
as a starting point, with the mature ‘You’ self. In my adaptation of Archer’s model for my 
journal format I note how the initial ‘I/Self’ interacts with what Archer terms the 
‘mature’ ‘You/Actor’ self, as decisions are made through deliberations across the cycle. 
Through my uses of Baker et al’s five learning conversation pairings combined with 
Archer’s voices of self as agency, I am able to encourage  and explore the ways different 
thinking styles work within the journal narratives as processes of discernment and 
deliberation. Through my testing of this approach in case study journals, I also note the 
ways in which these domains of self work in both ways across the cycle. That is, the 
different voices speak together, in pairs, and as groups, thus building a conversational 
dynamic which shows the various identities and qualities of these participant voices. 

My journal summaries describe each of the four key participant voices having particular, 
notable attributes. ‘I /Self’ carries the weight of personal expression and thought as an 
individual social subject. ‘You /Actor’ self reflects the public face of collective decisions 
made - their social value, as wider human and social projects. ‘Me /Primary agency’ self 
is a coming together of negotiated themes and topics, as an agreed direction, which 
reflects on common past experiences and personal shared identity. ‘We /Corporate 
agency’ self is able to effect shared and agreed perspectives into public social contexts, 
through understandings about the social fabric and negotiations around public identity 
and commonality.  As psychological participants, similar to Pask’s ‘P-individuals’ my ‘I’, 
‘You’, ‘Me’, and ‘We’ participants engage in different kinds of identifications, through 
negotiations, and agreements about values and judgements. As Taylor’s ‘web of 
interlocutors’ of the self, they are in principle able to converse about all manner of topics 
and themes as different kinds of agency. For design the key here is that as different kinds 
of agency, the designer can invest and observe the ways in which they operate in different  
social contexts. For example, as ‘Me/Primary agency’, the designer has a personal 
identity which is based on history of personal life, work and family. At the same time, the 
designer, as both observer and subject, can (at the same time) empathise and engage with 
much wider framings of social identity, in their role as social actor, as ‘You/Actor’ in the 
project context. Thus at the perspectives from ‘I’, ‘Me’,’We’, and ‘You’ can all be 
introduced into a particular context, and then, through their deliberations in the journal 
writing and notations, negotiations and reflections help form decisions or directions for 
the design project.

I propose this conversational unity of self as a construct or system for the internal 
deliberations of my own designing, as human subject, as social agency, working through 
divergent and convergent modes of address, for having conversations about, and through 
the ‘materials of the situation’ (Schön,1983). Taylor (1989) describes the self as an 
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ontological concept of human being which is engaged in constant deliberations, which are 
relational to others, and to one’s life experiences. Taylor describes human selves engaged 
in ‘webs of interlocution’, which shape the values and decisions one makes in everyday 
life. The conversational process he describes is similar to Pask’s definition of how 
conversation as a formative ontological process of emergence, where agreements (or 
agreements to disagree) take place in a discerning manner. Taylor comments: 

This is a sense in which one cannot be a self on one’s own. I am a self only in 
relation to certain interlocutors: in one way in relation to those conversation 
partners who were essential to my achieving self-definition; in another in 
relation to those who are now crucial to my continuing grasp of self-
understanding- and, of course, these classes may overlap. A self exists only 
within what I call ‘webs of interlocution’. (Taylor 1989: p 36)

Taylor’s description of the self in relation to conversations with others highlights the role 
of the overlapping of past, present, and possible future definitions of self, as identity is 
shaped as a result of conversations and dialogues. In turn, Taylor argues that these 
conversations are value-laden - they are embedded with values and judgements, which are 
both explicit, and implicit. Taylor suggests that processes of self-knowledge, as a working 
towards ‘the good’ in human endeavour take place through the constructing of the 
narratives of our lives. What this suggests is similar to Archer’s perspective about the self 
as agency in internal conversations - that the only constitutive property here is self-
awareness, for self understood as both subject and object for its own internal 
deliberations. In Archer’s theory, the self deliberates internally through a set of alternate 
and coexistent participants, which in my research are co- existing identities of self as both  
individual and collective values and judgements brought to bear in specific project 
contexts. 

In order to explore the relationship between public and personal orientations for design 
practice, I study Latour’s (1986) Actor-Network-Theory which details the ways in which 
networks of influence can be traced as tensions and affordances from social, cultural and 
environmental contextual factors impacting upon the situation. Latour’s theory 
emphasises the impacting of objects and events as external fields of influence. Boisot’s 
theory differs, as it describes the workings of processes of human interaction with social 
contexts and experiential knowledge. In my first journal for the Naomi’s Wonderground 
project I experiment with organising my conversational stream to introduce a range of 
experiential knowledge and knowing which is happening as everyday activities in the 
project. By then editing this into Boisot’s six stages of social learning, I begin to 
understand how different parts of the dialogue and the everyday activities and 
experiences can be interpreted and written up as stages of his social learning cycle - his 
scanning, problem-solving, abstraction, diffusion, absorption, impacting. I continue this 
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experimentation into the second project, Sci High, and eventually settle on a 
conversational journal writing format around adapting Baker et al’s five dialectic pairings 
which I incorporate with my uses of Boisot’s six learning stages, as dynamics of 
experiential and social knowledge. In the adaptation of Baker et al’s dialectic pairings 
with Boisot’s six stages, my journal writing reflects uses of their terminology and theory 
as attributes of my own journal writing that provides me with themes, topics, and 
questions around which to write about each project. 

Contextual field as form of topical map

Boisot’s theory was significant for my initial journal format, as I was able to apply his six 
stage learning cycle to my conversational content, to interrogate the experiential details 
for strategic directions - about what to talk about, and why these topics were important. In 
this way, my research into Boisot’s six stage cycle was instrumental in assisting me 
develop the third social learning system of my research, which addresses the role of social 
experiential knowledge as a critical factor for uniquely individual design project contexts. 
As a result of my initial experiments with the cycle stages, I found that I began to explore 
the strategic dynamics and qualities of experiential detail through my application of 
Baker, Jensen & Kolb’s five dialectic learning pairs. For example, in using their pairing 
of ‘ranking and linking’ I was able to draw on Boisot’s theory about potential innovation, 
by having conversations with myself about actions and processes working within each 
project, which were uncertain, and always subject to change. In my journal writing, I 
often use Boisot's language to describe the various stages of the social - as encodings 
which occur over time, and as a result of the shared and negotiated perspectives of 
stakeholders. In my adaptation of his theory for journal conversations, I found I was able 
to introduce topics of conversation by using his learning stage terminology to discuss the 
why and how for strategic purposes. Importantly, I found that, in adapting these social 
science theories, I was developing my own language to describe the workings of different  
topics and themes, as I shift my perspectives from ‘Subject’ self to ‘Object’ self, through 
conversation with the other voices of myself, in the journal writings.

Once I had received the funding for the Sci High project, I began in earnest with a range 
of both internal journal conversations and also those held with other stakeholders in real-
time. I had a particular format from my initial experiments in the journal writing which 
made me more confident about the approach which I would take, and the range of 
possible topics and themes which I could draw on to address the workings of my own 
experiential knowledge, and the wider framework of social and power relationships. As a 
result of this, I begin to converse with myself about the decisions being made and overall 
strategic directions, as well as the ways in which I am making these decisions, as 
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instances of my knowing-in-action through designing. In my journal entries I observe 
instances of this as the coming-together of my tacit and explicit knowledge, which 
informs the project work, and is also informed by what takes place as the project 
develops. I understand that this shows me what I am doing, why I am doing it in a 
particular way, and what I can learn from that process. As a productive process of inquiry, 
these transformational instances are produced as a result of my journal writing talk-back 
which challenges me to keep uncovering new ways of looking at the situation. In so 
doing, I critique my own thinking and acting in the process of my designing. In order to 
better understand the scope and dynamics of these experiential knowledge interactions, I 
next research theories about knowledge management and design.  

Experiential knowledge and practice-based research

As a result of my conversations in the journal, topics emerged around the relationship 
between my different modes of thinking, and the ways actions were embodied. I was 
building narratives which covered a diversity of qualitative and non-dualistic processes of 
thought and action. I researched theories about experiential knowledge management as 
research practice. Hicks, Dattero and Gallup's (2007) metaphor of 'Explicit Islands in a 
Tacit Sea' (EITS) provides a holistic theory about the workings of experiential knowledge 
for management in organisations which is based on their analysis of models of hierarchies 
from knowledge management theory (Nissen, 2002; Davenport & Prusack, 1997, 
Nonaka,1991,1994). They propose a holistic knowledge management model which 
incorporates experiential knowledge and forms of knowing as different kinds of states 
and capabilities (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). Hicks et al’s (EITS) metaphor links explicit and 
tacit knowledge within a holistic model of interactions, where ‘new’ knowledge washes 
up on the metaphoric 'shoreline' as a result of flows across tacit and explicit islands. 
Downton (2003) also comments on the inter-relationship between knowledge and 
knowing for design research, as linked forms of thinking and doing:  

Knowing is an activity that is part of thinking and doing. Knowledge is 
related to it, similar, but different due to its potential to be collectivised, 
stored and transmitted. In some activities knowledge precedes and perhaps 
enables knowing, parallels it and may also be an outcome of a process of 
knowing.(2003: p 93)

Further theory about the differentiation and distinctive nature of propositional and 
procedural knowledge and knowing is significant as this point in my research, as I 
consolidate my understanding about how experiential knowledge is broadly understood 
within practice contexts for design. To develop this, I refer to Niedderer's (2007) 
description of some existing distinctions and definitions of 'tacit/explicit' (Neuweg, 
2002); and 'propositional/non-propositional' (Williams, 2001; Grayling, 2003). 
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Niedderer questions these distinctions and suggests they have the potential to 
significantly inform creative research practice, through understanding the phenomena of 
knowledge, as a range of states, actions, transformative moments, insights and practices 
which take place in designing. In my research through the uses of project case studies, I 
am able to identify and name the workings of my own processes of tacit and explicit 
knowledge through the written and visual notations in my journal writings. These include 
personal associations, alongside intentions, prior expertise, motivations, strategic 
intentions, and skills from prior experiences of practice. I observe the active presence of 
my personal associations and expertise as a critical part of what I am discussing in my 
journals, as I work with different projects ranging through past, present and future. I note 
that projects which are more public-facing often lead into conversations about the uses of 
particular strategic approaches for developing shared and agreed service oriented 
understandings in the design process. Whereas, when working more in the individual and 
self-centred project domains, I am more engaged with exploring personal craft skills 
working with memories and stories which are idiosyncratic, and rich with personal 
significance. 

As a result of the delineation of these three linked knowledge systems for social learning, 
I define the space for my ‘conversational self’ as the interstices and intersections of these 
three systems - the journal, my unity of self construct, and the contextual topical map of a 
design project. My ‘conversational self’ becomes in effect, an affordance of Schön’s 
(1983) ‘materiality of the situation’ as a generative in-depth understanding about my own 
agency in decision-making. I begin to recognise the powerful role my conversational self 
plays in showing the workings of my explicit and tacit knowledge and knowing through 
my journal writing. I note the role of drawings, images and personal notations as non-
verbal forms in my journal. As a result of this stage of my research, I make the following 
findings: 

Knowledge transformations take place through social 
contexts, involving experiential knowledge and knowing. 

Experiential knowledge and knowing are holistic fields of 
inter-related tacit and explicit flows and exchanges. 

The ‘affordances’ of genre and story as material outcomes

My next research objective is to better understand the ways that experiential knowledge 
and knowing is understood to inform and shape the production of material artifacts and 
outcomes. My interest in this is prompted by my journal writings, where these questions 
continue to arise - what is the process whereby stories are shaped by personal and 
associative shared memories? How are genres as formal spaces understood as the 
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workings of encoded and patterned semantic language? I research definitions of 
affordance, from knowledge management theory. I find Cook & Brown's (1999) rationale 
for 'dynamic affordances' describing 'stories' as explicit forms of experience (as personal 
associations), which are shared by (social) groups. They describe ‘genres’ as the forms 
and conventions for the re-production, exchange, and negotiation of semantic meanings. 
‘Stories’ are described as the shared explicit ways in which meanings and values work. 
On an individual level, these are ‘concepts’ which are values or perspectives, which are 
then shaped into shared ‘stories’. 

For ‘genres’ individuals bring tacit ‘skills’ to inform shared social and cultural norms. 
Figure 9 shows how Cook & Brown configure these material affordances in relation to 
the workings of experiential knowledge, either individually or as shared meanings, which 
they term an ‘epistemology of possession’ - as particular features of individual and shared 
knowledge, which is ‘possessed’ or owned by individuals and/or groups. 

 Fig 9: Cook & Brown (1999, p 391): forms of knowledge affordance

On the basis of their theory about stories and genres as material affordances of culture, I 
am able to explain the relationship between experiential knowledge, and the ways in 
which this can be understood for designing with social knowledge contexts. My 
understanding of this is that 'genres' in visual communication, such as posters, web sites, 
brochures and other media formats, can be identified and named - as visual vehicles for a 
generalizable semantics of communication. As 'genres', they carry implicitly shared, 
acknowledged, conventions, forms and features which are the result of shared 
negotiations between readers and designers, using ‘stories’ about concrete experience. 
Cook & Brown comment that sharing and negotiating creates epistemologies of both 
‘possession ’and of ‘practice’ where the nuances of rich individual, personal and shared 
interpretations (possessions) and attributions (practices) can be played out. Thus genres 
can be understood as organisational forms of social knowledge where tacit sharing, 
contesting, negotiating can take place through knowing. As a result of these knowing 
conversations (as practices), shared encodings (possessions) continue to evolve. 

Cook & Brown describe the ways in which 'concepts' work as the explicit underpinnings 
of explicit ‘stories’ (possessions) from lived experience. When shared, these ‘stories’ 
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become the explicit affordances and narrative underpinnings for social cultures as forms 
of practice in social and material contexts. Cook & Brown thus describe ‘genres’ as not 
only discrete possessive forms such as ‘novel’ or ‘crime thriller’, but also as the activities 
and artifacts of organisational communication practices. For example - the uses of 
memos, emails, and the like. They describe how these are knowledge management 
practices which occur as a result of constant negotiations in business environments, 
through ongoing conversations (1999: p391) in organisational settings. As a result, 
knowledge and knowing work together to generate material affordances, which represent 
shared and negotiated work cultures and practices. I begin to understand how ‘genres’ can 
be understood as both material artifacts (forms) as well as practices of knowledge 
communication (conventions of behaviour). In both of these categorisations, the 
practising of one’s values through the processes of engaging in everyday life activities 
becomes instrumental for one’s designing. 

Frow (2007) comments on the importance of engagement with the everyday as what he 
terms a ‘practising of values’ which entail both decisions made in daily life, which are 
brought to bear upon what one decides as courses of action. He also discusses this as a 
process which one adopts when working in textual (literary) practice. Frow describes a 
humanist ‘regime’ or ‘order’ of ‘value’, as a variety of discerning judgements which one 
brings to daily life, and also one’s creative (textual) practice. 

I stress the connection between textuality and value in order to argue against 
the anti-interpretive tendencies that run from the classical positivisms 
through to much of contemporary cultural studies and, increasingly, literary 
studies. Judgements of value can of course be situated within the circuits of 
textual production, transmission, regulation and reception and thus taken as 
a more or less detached object of analysis; but that act of framing and 
distancing itself involves situated judgements of value. Judgement is the 
inescapable horizon both of work in the humanities and social sciences, and 
of everyday life; it is built deep into the processes and institutions of textual 
culture. (2007: p 1)

To describe what he terms ‘the practice of value’, Frow notes down a diverse range of 
situations, and contexts which he encounters in his normal ‘working day’. He evaluates 
each of these personal and professional contexts and notes the particular kinds of 
institutional, practical, personal, and professional expertise and implicit ‘values’, which 
he brings to each individual context - as an interpretative framings; as a practicing of 
value - as a series of considered judgements which are context-specific, bearing in mind 
the regimes of value within the social order for each particular context. In this way, what 
he suggests is that through the careful examination of the details of one’s everyday 
actions, patterns and clues about the application of one’s internal value judgements can 

 

  37 

Intro



be discerned. That these take place as a result of a deliberative process which is grounded 
on experience and one’s relationship with the everyday world. 

In other writings, Frow (2006) describes the properties of literary genre forms as those of 
‘formal organization, rhetorical structure, and thematic content’. In his writings, Frow 
again stresses the overall interactions of various parts of this process - that genres are a 
process of practice which is formed around the making of discerning value judgements 
which involve the delineation of selective approaches to both form and content 
development as one’s textual practice. Frow’s writings are important for my research as 
he explains ‘genres’ as both the affordances of both the environment (as one’s value 
judgements) and as material artifacts (as one’s textual practice of reflexive value 
judgements). Frow’s theory about genres supports my uses of the ‘conversational self’ as 
a reflexive approach where I am able to introduce a wide range of knowledge about 
thematic content, rhetorical and stylistic structure for my textual practice of visual design. 
Through my journal writing format, where I describe the everyday and the details of 
different thinking styles and topics, my journal begins ‘talking-back’ offering me new 
insights and questions which I can pursue and develop. 

The ‘affordances’ of environment 

In order to better understand how affordances work as products or influence of the actual 
situation, I introduce Gibson’s (1977) theory about affordances as the unique qualities of 
an environment, which contribute to, and help shape, the interaction which occurs in 
social learning contexts. This highlights the immediacy, and constantly changing affective 
nature of social knowledge and knowing as the impact of potentially random and 
unplanned activities on a particular situation, which need to be taken into account, as 
influences for better or worse. What Gibson describes is similar to Boisot’s theory as 
processes of interaction within a given situation. Considering affordances as processes 
highlights the need for the designer to be attuned to the range of details which could to be 
‘read’ within a particular social context as processes of interaction. That is - the designer 
needs to take account of, and be able to read, a wide range of possible practices, activities 
and uses of artifacts, as well as the particular and potential influences of the environment 
itself. Cook & Brown’s description of the workings of their epistemologies of 
‘possession’ and ‘practice’ (1999: p393) describe how flows of knowledge affordance 
occur. That is, if Jane tells Fred about ‘her way of doing it’, Fred may be persuaded to 
adopt her knowledge into the ‘possession’ of his own contexts, resulting in new or 
emergent approaches to ‘practice’ in that particular activity. The shifting levels and topics 
of conversation (as described by Pask) is a way to consider knowledge working as 
processes of ‘possession’ and conventions of ‘practice’. Understood in this way, the 
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designer both deliberates and discerns value judgements in project contexts. In this way, 
the designer has the opportunity to generate a body of useful and relevant knowledge 
about the workings of all manner of affordances within the particular context. What this 
does is to build an internal (shared) narrative about the project itself. As a body of 
knowledge then, this project narrative includes details about the embedded uses of both 
story and genres as tacit organisational possessions and practices. In my research I adapt 
these theories as the basis for my third system component, as a ‘contextual field’ of 
possible affordances. 

Figure 10 illustrates the third system of my overall theory as a map of possibilities for 
topics of conversation, as guiding frameworks for my internal conversations about a 
design project. Figure 10 is informed by the range of social knowledge theories which I 
have researched in this thesis, as well as my testing out of the uses of these through my 
journal case studies in design projects.  

Figure 10: My contextual knowledge field of affordances for design (2)

 

Summary of project contexts as journal-based research

My first project titled Naomi’s Wonderground was a speculative community TV project 
with a local art gallery partner, my student interns and the campus community TV 
broadcast channel, TVS. The project aimed to bring these stakeholders together to find a 
way to make interesting video content for educational and engaged community purposes. 
As my starting point, this was an initial journal conversation between my ‘Subject’ self 
and ‘Object’ self. I then re-organised my writing into Boisot’s six stage learning cycle, 
and explored ways of linking these two perspectives about experiential knowledge and 
the self as different kinds of agency.  

 

  39 

Intro



The Sci High project was concerned with exploring ways to negotiate information and 
decision-making in an institutional and public setting; as well an intended visual outcome 
of a TV program pilot for community broadcast, which was about science education for 
high school students. Working in this social and institutional context involved recognising 
a diverse range of information as knowledge flows and networks as they happened from a 
wide range of inputs and associations - from personal to institutional. Figure 11 shows the 
range of projects I refer to as part of my research in this thesis located across the spectrum 
of my contextual field as particular social knowledge contexts. I have located these 
projects based on my understanding of the significant role of social context from Boisot’s 
theory which I believe has relevance for design thinking, as a constructive framing of 
encoding across the spectrum of personal to public; and diffused, to concrete.  

                      Figure 11: Diagram of my projects located across my contextual knowledge field

The projected outcome (the TV pilot program) was speculative and unknown, as the 
future production was based on the ways things took shape. This ambitious project 
brought together a diverse set of stakeholders drawn from different sectors and contexts. 
My personal journal format provided me with a method for mapping and reflecting on a 
wide range of complexity, as the various stages were played out. The final TV pilot was 
eventually produced and broadcast on community TV, thus achieving the desired project 
outcome set out in the initial project proposal. My personal journal writings helped me 
note progress in the project, as 'new' understandings between stakeholders emerged, 
based on sharing, through conversations with myself, about the processes of the project. 
Underlying these discussions were still many speculative possibilities for how the TV 
pilot would finally come together, as the stakeholders worked towards the agreed 
outcome. It was a project with lots of confusion, with different expectations and 
assumptions about how we would work together. These came forward as themes, as 
'topics' of the conversations held with myself in the journal, through use of the ‘ss/ os’ 
dialogue method. 
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In the Sci High project, my role was a project manager, facilitator, and director of the 
process of stakeholder communications. I was also involved in production management 
as executive producer, with some involvement in the concept and narrative design. This 
was done mainly by the writer/director/ editor, who were the two professionals working 
on the pilot. As a result of reviewing this project from my journals, I saw that I had 
started documenting the design and production of the actual TV pilot episode as 
effectively my second project. The Sci-High TV pilot, was the reality of bringing together 
a diverse group of stakeholders, for this cross-institutional project, in the actual 
production of the TV pilot episode. 

I began to engage with complexities around the making of the TV pilot, as a visual design 
outcome, I began to engage with the processes (affordances) of production in the making 
of the TV pilot working with a wide range of stakeholders. The Sci High visual media 
project involved various groups, including science academics, high school students, 
educational regional managers, university engagement staff, students in media production 
and design, and a professional writer, director, editor, and producer. The high school 
students were the main focus, with the aim to foreground and integrate their individual 
stories and experiences  around the specific theme of nano-technology, a new area of 
science study for future students. The TV pilot production process initially led me to 
consider the importance of researching ways that community media could be made in a 
way that was inclusive of a range of viewpoints and perspectives, within a framework of 
a structured visual narrative. This involved researching screen 'media space' which 
questioned traditional concepts about the production process - the hierarchy of roles and 
production processes - the environment of the technology as a form of affordance. 
Similarly, the question of community TV as 'genre' became an important perspective in 
my evaluation of what I gained from this second project. This occurred as I realised the 
significance of what was taking place - the mapping of experiential stories as media 
content, and their subsequent framing as a particular format or genre for community 
broadcasting - with technical constraints and formal production qualities. This was the 
affordance of the material outcome.  

My understanding about designing media as ‘genres’ was also influenced by the changes 
taking place in digital media for design, with the rapid emergence of accessible, editing 
and post-production software for the digital desktop. For visual design, this is a major 
shift brought about by technological change, requiring practitioners to now review 
established traditions and conventions of  media production and digital screen media 
literacies. A rethinking of these traditional spaces of media design, offers a more 
participatory model of dialogue between 'users' and 'makers' - a blurring of the traditional 
boundaries and practices. My focus on the workings of the situated self - as voices of 
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the ‘I’, ‘Me’, ‘We’ and ‘You’ gave me new insights into the ways in which these 
distinctions could be considered as processes of shared dialogue and interaction, where 
the designer engages with a range of stakeholder perspectives intuitively and 
empathetically. 

My Currarong Drawings took place over six months, after I had started to develop my 
conversational journal format. The project consists of a series of drawings and sketches 
done at a small coastal township place, Currarong, on the south coast of Australia. In this 
project I was looking critically, and self-consciously, at my personal and individual 
practice of concept development and realisation through a drawing inquiry process. As 
this project was entirely self-centred, I engaged openly with conversations about technical 
production and craft skills. The topics for my conversations evolved from events and 
experiences of being in a place, about times and moments of personal association. These 
were personal themes, which I could draw, and redraw, which were directly influenced by 
the journal ‘talking back’ and responding to the topics which were being discussed in the 
journal. As  result of this journal writing, I identify the talk-back of the journal as 
providing me with new insights into the dialogues which take place in my own drawing 
and visualising - as non-verbal material affordances, which are about the environment I 
am exploring, and my own personal associations with that place. As a result of my journal 
writing becoming more developed by this stage of my research I note the shifting 
identities and personalities which my different voices of self were adopting as part of the 
conversational exchanges. Whilst my ‘Subject' self and ‘Object’ self continue as the key 
conversants I also note the further evolution of ‘Me’ self , and ‘We’ self as part of the 
overall dialogues, as well as the dynamic development of conversational exchanges 
between all the participant voices as layers and themes shift throughout the journal 
narratives. My understanding of these dynamics provides me with insights about the 
conversational self as a powerful process for better understanding my own design process 
and consequent practice. 

The final project titled Signs and Cultures took place as a one-month intensive design 
event, where I observed the influence of time on compressing the decisions I was making 
through my journal writing. My aim was to write more often, and more discursively, to 
dig deeper into the flows and links across the different conversations as styles of 
engagement around the themes which I introduced. The journal documents how I discuss 
the reasons for doing the project as an inquiry into my own photographic practice as a 
communication context which both presents and re-presents multiple perspectives within 
the visual text as design artifact. The photo-essays portray three individuals and the 
impact and role of visual signage in their local environments. My intention is to design 
open-ended narratives which also present my own perspective in the story-telling as 
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designer/author.  My journal writings discuss processes of design development as 
conversations about layout design, formal organisation and graphic forms for narrating 
experiences about everyday signage. My journal evaluations provide me with the 
following research findings:

 The talking-back of my journal writings is generated as a 
result of my uses of a reflexive format for having internal 
conversations.  

My uses of this particular journal format encourages and 
assists me in framing multiple perspectives from my-self and 
self-as-other about my design thinking and decision- making. 

A design research methodology for use with experiential knowledge 
contexts 

The application of this particular methodology in my research demonstrates a valuable 
approach for design research that explores experiential contexts. Used as a framework for 
internal deliberations this approach explores detailed experiential knowledge and 
knowing that can assist informed choices about which is the best course of action for a 
particular situation. The researcher/designer is both participant  and observer, implicitly 
and explicitly engaged within that particular context. What is important is in being able to 
identify and clarify the basis for one’s decision-making in design project contexts by 
having a means to stand both inside and outside one’s own design processes. In my 
research, I propose the ‘conversational self’ as a space for such reflexive considerations 
which goes beyond the dualisms of either/or thinking. My understanding about this has 
been informed by the research I have conducted through my journal writings, in several 
design projects. In the following chapters I provide examples and explanations about how 
this understanding came about as a result of my journal research.  
 
My research has established the key role of a stable journal-writing system as the basis 
for reflexive design thinking. As I have discussed, my research proposes the availability 
of a practice which I term the ‘conversational self’ for providing multiple deliberative 
thoughts and perspectives about a design situation. As I have discussed, these are the 
ways in which as an individual, the designer can explore and consider a range of value 
positions for their own situated ‘self’. As I have described, the particular knowledge 
context of the project plays a significant third framework. My ‘conversational self’ can be 
described as the intersection between the generating system (my journal format), the 
enabling self construct, and the particular project context as a field of possibilities and 
affordances. Figure 12 shows this as the overall theory for what I term ‘agency-centred’ 
design. This involves the intersection of the stable cyclic construct of my journal; the 
unity of situated self as the enabling construct; and the context field for social 
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knowledge mapping of topics for internal conversations. The resulting new knowledge is 
generated as what I term ‘my conversational self.’

                             Figure 12 : ‘Conversational self’ through intersecting journal format system, 
          unity of self construct, and knowledge context

             

An overview of my theoretical frameworks 

Table 1 provides a snapshot of the theoretical frameworks which inform my research into 
the workings of the conversational self for design. The alignment of these theories has 
developed over the period of this research thesis, as an ongoing engagement with 
different critical perspectives which have informed the development of my journal 
writing methodology, which seeks to exemplify a space for design research where the 
designer works inside the system, looking inwards, and at the same time reflecting 
outwards. My selection of these particular theories has developed as a result of the uses of 
my personal journal where I self-consciously explore the workings of my own designing 
with deliberate emphasis on questioning the ways in which decisions are being made, 
filtered through a wide range of issues and conversational topics and themes. As a result 
of this process of inquiry, I assemble these key theoretical frameworks as signposts which 
shed light on the development of the ‘conversational self’ as a coherent and useful theory 
for design research into the material contribution of the designer’s own agency of self, 
and self-as-other. Through my journal writings, I explore the nuances and edges of these 
theories, which I have chosen to link together as different cyclic systems each addressing 
different aspects of how knowledge is found, interpreted, and evaluated to inform new 
insights and strategic possibilities for social action and visual form-making. What is 
critical as part of this process my proposal for the ‘conversational self’ which is a theory 
about how design contexts may be reviewed and explored to find new viewpoints and 
insights which may be derivative, but which are also able to confront and challenge 
implicit and prejudicial assumptions and patterns by positing new ideas and possibilities. 
These examinations involve processes of thick descriptions, reflections and notations 
through the journal writing system, to find out and reflect on where the new idea or 
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pathway might be, and to simplify through actions of drawing and drafting, ways in 
which new approaches might be introduced into design practices. 
Initially, I introduce theories which inform my understanding about how language and 
experience can be de-constructed (Kelly, Baker, Jensen & Kolb). These theories provide 
systems for mapping experiential knowledge and everyday life worlds to open up 
alternative and multiple, alternate viewpoints. Secondly, I adapt Archer’s theory about the 
self as forms of agency to posit an autopoetic (self-producing) system for engagement 
with self and self-as-other. What this provides is a means through which to explore the 
dynamic interactions and possibilities offered by conversations between my P-individuals 
(Pask) as levels and layers of conversational interactions in the journal writings. Thirdly, I 
am able to explore the strategic affordances (both cultural and for visual form-making) by 
adaptation of theories from Boisot (mapping of lived experience for strategic gain), Cook 
& Brown (stories and genres as forms of knowledge affordance) and Frow (the 
ontological qualities of genres in literary theory). 

As Table 1 shows, Pask’s conversation theory is an overarching fundamental 
underpinning for my research, as it emphasises the very nature of the conversation per se, 
as the transformative medium through which new knowledge emerges, as a result of 
interactions between P-individuals. As a result of the research conducted through my 
journal writings, I develop an informed understanding about the particular workings of 
the conversational self for design as an answer to my research question. This took place 
over the period of this research, exploring topics and issues as they arose throughout the 
process of internal discussion and dialogic reflections and actions. The journal writing 
thus provides the framework by and through which I realise and am able to respond to my 
own research question, which is how I can better manage and negotiate my design 
decision-making processes. Table 1 shows the key theories which  I adapted for my 
journal writing method as three main stages of the process. Whilst I did work sequentially 
more or less around these three stages, what these theories provided was a framework for 
understanding the dynamics and dimensions of how learning cycles could be understood. 
That is, whilst I had a clear sense of the design process as an iterative cyclic system of 
stages and processes, these theories provided me with new insights about how forms of 
knowledge could be de-constructed, re-constructed as forms and processes which engage 
with different kinds of language. Firstly, the thinking through of approaches to de-
construct experiential knowledge contexts, based on established systems about personal 
constructs (Kelly). This theory establishes the process of dialogic interaction through 
exploration of everyday experiences. 
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The second stage consists of adapting Archer’s theory about the situated self as forms of 
agency as a way to actively create a second order cybernetic  communication context. 
That is, through my adaptation of this cyclic theory, I was able to configure my self and 
self-as-other as a series of ‘P-individuals’ (Pask), engaged in meaningful conversational 
interactions. In order to apply Archer’s principles about the self as forms of agency, I 
adapted Baker, Jensen & Kolb’s five dialectical learning conversations as a viable 
learning system for journal writing to develop creative approaches for exploring new 
insights based on a diverse range of experiential knowledge sources. In the early stages of 
thinking through how I might proceed to establish a workable system for my journal 
writing these were significant theories, offering ways to open up experiential contexts and 
then reconfigure and playfully re-construct possible interpretations and meanings drawn 
from experiential knowledge. 

Thirdly, I was able to develop an understanding about how culture and form-making 
contexts can be meaningfully and critically explored by understanding these as potential 
affordances of experiential knowledge. This took place in two ways - as understandings 
about knowledge management practices; and as understandings about how visual 
representational genres and narratives may be explored as craft practices of propositional 
and procedural knowledge for communication designing. Finding coherence between 
these this range of cyclic learning theories involves a critical hermeneutic research 
approach which leads finally to my proposal for the space of the conversational self in 
design. What I discovered by working with this diverse range of theories was that they 
are all transformative understandings about how new knowledge can be intentionally 
generated, and then synthesised (or not) within everyday contexts.         
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Table 1: My theoretical framework for design research into the workings of the conversational self 

The theories noted in this table bring a wealth of knowledge to bear about the social, 
cognitive, textual and experiential dimensions of knowledge for design practice. They 
provide a strong foundation for the development of my journal writing system as a design 
research methodology-for what I term the model for a ‘conversational self’. I have 
developed this as a result of exploring the social and experiential qualities of design 
project case studies as rich narrative scenarios written as internal conversations in journal 
writings. 
  

The conversational self and situated knowledge contexts

Enquist (2008) comments on the potential for greater understanding through working 
with an understanding of distributed self as agency. He comments on the value of this for 
design, for engaging with technological artefacts and systems and experiential 
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knowledge: 

Both the sociological and the ecological approach challenge simple design 
principles that create systems that are isolated, static, and final. People are 
in continuous dialogue with each other, as well as with the distributed 
physical artefacts in interactions that trigger and guide our interactions in 
the world. 

As technology and media become more entwined with our perceptions of the 
self and the very conditions of life, an alternative approach could be 
necessary: changing from seeing humans as parts of ecosystems, to viewing 
the individual together with meaningful artefacts as an ecosystem in itself. 
(2008: p 1)

 On the basis of my research findings, I propose my model for the ‘conversational self’ as 
a three-part framework for understanding how to work with one’s own situated design 
practice. Figure 13 is an illustration of this three-part model, where the ‘conversational 
self’ may be found, as intersections between the three regions over time for informing and 
guiding design decision-making.

 Figure 13: My model for a ‘conversational self’ as a theory about  knowledge processes for design 
practice 

As Figure 13 shows, the space for the ‘conversational self’ is found in the interstices of 
the three social learning systems which I have explored through my research. The 
framework described by Figure 13 shows how the ‘conversational self’ can be configured 
across personal and public-oriented design project contexts. 
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In this introduction I have outlined the key frameworks for my research about the 
workings of the conversational self in design. In this process, I have discussed my 
research processes of exploration and inquiry into theories about knowledge and 
conversational learning. My research has evolved in this way as a result of the uses of, 
and evaluations of, my personal journal writing, as an investigation into the workings of 
my-self and self-as-other for design. In the following chapters I provide greater detail 
about these research developments. My research using this journal writing methodology 
has resulted in my documentation of design project cases through rich conversational 
narratives.
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Chapter One: Research about self-organised 
learning 

Experience can be framed as networks of personal 
associations, through understanding conversations as learning.

Shared storytelling engages (explicit) individual associative 
with (tacit) forms and genres. That this is a process of textual 
reading as interpretation, and as conversational learning.

This chapter describes the first stages of my research where I introduce three exercises to 
test the uses of personal constructs for design teaching with graphic design students. As a 
teacher of graphic design and visual communication I was seeking to develop visual 
design teaching strategies about communication responses which, using graphic forms, 
are also informed by social and experiential knowledge. In order to explain my research 
in this chapter, I use the following definitions, to clarify my uses of these terms in these 
exercises. By the term 'graphic', I mean the specific craft and detailed practice involved in 
visual designing with images, layout and typography, involving conventions of form 
inherent in specific genres - newspapers, brochures, web sites and the like. I use the term 
'visual communication' as the broader practice of constructing and engaging in particular 
communication contexts, which engage with strategy and planning around social 
processes, as complex and contextual processes and practices. I use these distinctions in 
my initial research, as a way to distinguish between the crafting of a particular graphic 
format, and the broader underlying strategic and conceptual framing of design as 
communication about social forms of knowledge and knowing, through explorations of 
experiences and personal associations.  

At this time, I was teaching visual communication theory using theories about visual 
formal structures including semiotic explanations about the logics of structures and form 
of visual syntax as tools for critiquing and constructing compositional forms for 
communication contexts. Even then, I was aware that this set of explanations about 
formal qualities of syntax and coding processes did not, in itself connect with individual 
and personal human interpretations of language and experience. I observed that the 
process of designing was a space where meanings were produced, over time, with various 
inputs and stages of development which engage with experiential contexts. I was also 
curious about the implicit role of the individual student’s own experiential knowledge 
influencing their work as a student designer. As a teacher of visual design for over twenty 
years I have taught large numbers of students developing unique personal styles, strategic 
thinking approaches and processes. 

In order to try to understand the experiential dimensions of teaching and learning for 
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my design discipline, I begin researching how individual associations and lived 
experiences are understood to influence human learning and interpretation. George 
Kelly's (1991) 'psychology of personal constructs' is a phenomenological theory which 
suggests a 'constructive alternativism' for explaining the workings of experiential 
knowledge and knowing. Kelly’s theory describes humans operating on the basis of their 
assumptions, which are grounded in their anticipation of what is most likely to happen. 
This is based on their prior experience. Kelly's 'construct' is a viewpoint, an opinion 
which is underpinned by individual and implicit outcomes and behaviours. These change 
as different experiences influence the assumptions being made. As a result, Kelly 
proposes that humans can choose to adopt alternative constructs, they are not hemmed in, 
they are not always victims of their own assumptions. As a positivist philosophical 
perspective, Kelly’s theory describes the workings of one’s personality in the ongoing and 
evolving shaping  of individual internal constructs, which reflect self, in relation to one's 
lived experiences. Kelly (1991) comments:

Life is characterised, not merely by its abstractability along a time line, but, 
more particularly, by the capacity of the living thing to represent its 
environment. Especially is this true of man, who builds construction systems 
through which to view the real world. The construction systems are also real, 
though they may be biased on their representation. Thus, both nature and 
human nature are phenomenologically existent. 

The constructs which are hierarchically organized into systems are variously 
subject to test in terms of their usefulness in helping the person anticipate 
the course of events which make up the universe. The results of the testing of 
constructs determine the desirability of their temporary retention, their 
revision, or their immediate replacement. We assume that any system may, in 
proper time, have to be replaced. (Kelly,1991, p30)

Kelly's theory of psychological personal constructs is anticipatory, not reactive. It aims to 
provide a basis for clinical psychological practice. What is of interest for my research is 
not so much the clinical application for the psychological practice, but the ontological 
premise which it offers as a theory about self-learning, experiential knowledge and prior 
knowing. This is a way to understand a constructed reality about lived experience, and 
how this can be then adapted as a process underpinning research into knowledge for 
designing. 

Kelly's theory suggests that learning occurs through a process of revealing one's own 
biases and assumptions, and that these can inform the emergence of new knowledge, as 
re-formed interpretations of an individual's understanding of their personal position and 
attitude. That is, a person begins to understand how they have somehow formed particular 
views, on the basis of their particular interpretation of events and life experiences. Up to 
this point, these are often implicit, and possibly not thought of by that individual. Once 
they begin to be revealed through a process of association with events and incidents 
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from experience, they challenge the assumptions made by that individual. As a learning 
process, this approach provides opportunities to re-frame, re-construe, and re-position 
what one thinks one knows, and aspires to as an individual with an empathy towards the 
wider social world. Learning itself is thus at the heart of one’s life experiences. Kelly 
(1991) comments:

Sometimes it is said that a person learns from experience. From the 
standpoint of the psychology of personal constructs, however, it is the 
learning which constitutes the experience. (1991: p120)

In his ‘construct theory’ Kelly notes that the delineation of constructs through using 
examples of personal associations construct elements from lived experience may reveal 
an individual's lived experience through elements which can be explored through their 
associations, which bring with them implicit and explicit personal beliefs and views. His 
theory proposes the individual as someone whose psychology is integrally bound with 
their own experiences, shaping patterns of their individual beliefs as an associative 
network, which then influences their unique anticipation of events and codes, as the basis 
for their interpretation of their own experience. Once revealed as a process, this provides 
an understanding about how such implicit associations can be unpacked and reflected 
upon, resulting in possible changes or re-constructions to perceptions of self and /in the 
world. Kelly comments on this as experience itself: 

To summarize, our experience is that portion of the universe which is 
happening to us - that is, which is successively construed by us - and the 
increase of experience is a function, not of the hodgepodge of events which 
we have construed, or of the time spent in being aware of them, but of the 
successive revision of our construct system in the general direction of 
increased validity. An analysis of experience, then, becomes a study of the 
field of fact which one has segmented into meaningful events; the way those 
events, in turn, are construed; the kinds of evidence against which one has 
checked the validity of one's predictions; the progressive changes which the 
constructs have undergone; and most of all, the more permeable and durable 
constructs which have subsumed the whole evolvement. (1991: p 120)

The value of Kelly's theory for my initial research was to provide a framework for me to 
explore how personal assumptions can be harnessed to make evident one's implicit, and 
explicit assumptions. I was considering how I could introduce understandings about 
individual personal experiences - as associations, as interpretations, and how these could 
be effectively used in teaching to help students understand their own interpretations as a 
process of associations. For undergraduate teaching, I wanted to achieve this without 
needing to introduce an extensive vocabulary about psychological concept and practices. 
I felt that these self-learning theories could be explored for then developing design 
methods which explore lived experience as forms of social knowledge. My research into 
constructivist learning theory led me to the social psychology work of Thomas & Harri-
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Augustein (1985). Adapting Kelly's 'personal construct' as a process for discovery and 
self-learning, Thomas & Harri-Augustein describe a practical method for using personal 
constructs as a 'repertory grid', which they describe as follows:

A personal construct can be envisaged as a dimension of personal meaning. 
The system of personal constructs is a person's psychological space, the 
structure of personal meaning within which the items of experience 
('elements') acquire their significance, one in relation to another. (1985: 
p40)

They explain that the visualising of their grid as a method is entirely context dependent - 
that this is not a one size fits all, but a flexible way to engage with individual experiences 
as a self-learning approach. This is dependent upon the process of establishing the grid, 
around specific concepts, and which is then carried out through a conversational process, 
between the individual student and the teacher as guide. The student (as the author and 
subject) is and should be in control of the meanings and associations which are coming 
forward through the repertory grid method. This is a process which encourages self-
learning. It is also personally idiosyncratic, with individuals bringing different 
conversational styles into play. Thomas & Harri-Augustein comment on the complexity 
of associations which learners bring into play, which derive from patterns and habits of 
personal experiences: 

Most learners are almost totally unaware of how they attribute meaning to 
people, things and events, to organised resources or the happenstance 
experiences of living, working and playing. Reading, listening, talking, 
writing, thinking and feeling, judging, deciding and doing have become 
long-established habits that are so fixed and unavailable to conscious review 
that the learner is the unwitting prisoner of his or her own competencies and 
disabilities.

Self organization in learning arises out of the ability to converse with oneself 
and others about the processes of learning; and to observe, search, analyse, 
formulate, reflect and review on the basis of such encounters. Conversation 
is not just chit-chat nor is it an exchange of instruction, prescription or 
cajoling." (1985 : p 17) 

In proposing their 'repertory grid' as a means to access personal attributive meanings, they 
suggest that what is termed a 'grid conversation' which offers a way in to 'inner space'. 
Thomas & Harri-Augustein describe this grid as 'an intriguing way of playing with 
individual opinions and ideas ' (p111). They suggest this in the context of stressing the 
significance of the process of discovery through exploring personal meanings, which 
takes place through learning conversations. 

The authors believe that a 'science of learning conversations' may provide 
more fruitful access to an inner universe of human growth and development 
than has yet proved possible. .. This power will come from its capacity to 
enable non-trivial conversations. One reason it is non-trivial is that it does 
not conceive of problem-identifying, formulating and solving as a linear 
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process. For social scientists the progression from the 'physical science' 
paradigm, to 'personal science' to the 'conversational science' paradigm is 
producing a more coherent understanding of how our knowledge of the 
human condition may better be developed. (1985: p 111)

 

It wasn’t until after I had completed these exercises, and my evaluations of the students' 
responses, that I began to understand the significance of what I learnt from these 
experiments. In the following section, I describe and summarise these experiments, and 
discuss these instructive findings. I conclude this section by commenting on three initial 
premises as findings from this stage of my research. I continue to use the theory of 
personal constructs as a key theoretical premise for uses in my journal writing case 
studies. 

Initial research experiments with personal constructs 

This section describes the research exercises I carried out with sixty design students. My 
evaluations led me to three research premises, which then led me into researching 
theories about knowledge cycles and conversational learning. My intention was to 
understand the ways in which the designer could be understood as active participant, and 
observer, in their design practice. By starting with three experiments into personal 
associations, I began to make links between the self as agency, and the importance of 
consciously adopting active listening and speaking positions towards one’s own 
designing. Figure 14 shows my adaptation of Thomas and Harri-Augustein’s repertory 
grid model as a constructed event. It works in a simplified way, through introducing three 
discrete elements, which are then subject to a pairing decision-making. This creates a 2-1 
selection. This then leads to a re-definition of the pair as a new or emergent concept, and 
a variant on that concept. These elements are then re-construed on the basis of what is 'in-
common', and what is 'not-common'. This is a deductive logic, which draws totally upon 
the individual associative memory of the student. No two results are alike, they are all 
subject to individual difference as an evocation of lived experience as uniquely 
individual.  

Figure 14: My adaptation of Thomas & Harri-Augustein’s (1985) ‘repertory grid’ 
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In the first exercise, each student was asked to make constructs about three people who 
had been influential mentors/peers in their lives. The results of this exercise showed how 
each student, reflecting on their three chosen individual mentors, made distinctions based 
on personal experience of those people as individuals, constructing a relationship of 
differences and similarities by identifying some shared attribute in two out of the three 
people - thus creating a relational construct of 2:1. The variety of student responses to 
configuring the concept of 'mentor' was astoundingly diverse. Each student response 
involved a wide range of references to associations, and ways in which their particular 
selected people (as their chosen mentors), had impacted on their lives. What was most 
interesting to me in this first exercise was a diversity of association showing the 
enormous range of associative networks, and the existence of many different kinds of 
thought  'topics' about what ‘mentor’ signified to each individual student, from personal 
experience. These include time, place, personal values, life opportunities, personality 
traits, actions, environments, events, and emotions.

Table 2: Personal constructs around the concept of ‘mentor’

Table 2 shows one student's example of how they configured polar pairs for their three 
selected mentors. What is also interesting is the detailed attribution given to the 
distinctions being made - in this example, there are ten different constructs of difference 
which are described for the 2:1 construct. These constructs aren't an either/or, but rather, 
the expression of a continuum of relative value by the individual, through associations 
and attribution of varied qualities of mentorship. The example in Table 2 from this 
exercise reveals the range and scope of these potential concept relations - for example, 
'self worth/insecurity', is more like an either/or pair, but 'shows me different ways of life/ 
taught me knowledge of photography' is more about an experience from life generally 
('different ways'), and specifically ('photography'). What this suggests about personal 
associations is that events, memories, interactions, textures, emotions, and environmental 
stimuli play a role in shaping self concepts, and ways in which humans frame and 
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select from lived experiences and social knowledge contexts. This is common sense - it’s 
how, as humans, we live in the world, in complex and often unpredictable and 
idiosyncratic ways. 

In the second exercise shown in Table 3, I asked the graphic design students to select nine 
items of visual or graphic ephemera, of personal interest, from their own environment and 
life graphic ephemera which had some personal meaning. I then asked them to then group 
their nine chosen items into three groups, and then to divide them again into the same 
two-one (2:1) construct. In Table 3  on the left I have listed the nine items from two of the 
students. On the right side, I have arranged their nine items into the groupings they made, 
and also included their descriptions of their 2:1 constructs. Their decision-making was 
driven by personal choices, and linking their nine items through association and 
attribution with own life experiences.

 Table 3A: Two student constructs showing the organisation of their nine chosen 
 graphic design examples organised into groups of 3, then as 2:1 constructs
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Table 3B: Two student constructs showing the organisation of their nine chosen 
graphic design examples organised into groups of 3, then as 2:1 constructs

Table 3A/B shows the results of two students personal constructs using their nine items of 
graphic design ephemera. Their constructs show the diversity and range of possible paired 
concepts as a relationship about social knowledge and experiences. For example, the first 
student example shows a construct pair derived from the associations made with three 
graphic examples which reference ‘A saying which they recall from a moment of being in 
Piccadilly Circus, an ‘exhibition visited in London’ and ‘’Christmas and family holidays’.  
This is then constructed into two poles - as ‘Experiences of London, and ‘Christmas and 
family celebrations’. 

The approach taken in use of these personal constructs shows the formation of emerging 
topics grounded in associations with lived experiences. The two examples from Table 3 
show topics which suggest life uncertainty and travel contrasted with the stability and 
consistency of home as familiar family routines. Both examples hints at a larger story 
drawn from life, rich with both personal memories and associations about the underlying 
associations in this instance, about the rituals of a family Christmas, and the adventure of 
uncertainty as a young traveller in London. What I learnt from my study of the diversity 
of student responses was as in the first exercise, the presence of a range of thought 
concepts, about associations of experiences with graphic ephemera as visual artifacts. I 
noted that, as a result, some of these material visual forms - brochure, flyer, graphic logo, 
had been attributed by the individual students in their responses in a particular way - as in 
some senses transferable, and generalizable. I saw that that there was a way to pick up on 
this as a feature of associative attribution. That is, that these forms are semantic social 
'holders' where an agreement about the function of that particular form helps in the 
transfer and agreement about the semantic meaning being conveyed. As a result, the 
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semantic forms themselves are conventions which are open to being extended and 
adapted to personal memories and associations, either directly, or indirectly. For example 
- a poster usually 'means' the use of key words and phrases to communicate a public 
message about an upcoming event or as an announcement of public interest. The form is 
inscribed - it combines the use of large and often dramatic visual graphic elements. When 
we see a poster, we understand the genre of it, what it is for, and our interest may include 
a closer look to find out more about the details. Our first recognition is generally that it is 
a poster, and we acknowledge and recognise that as a visual public semantic genre with 
particular implicit reading conventions. 

One example of this encoding process can be seen in the second student example in Table 
3, where the three graphic examples grouped together are described as ‘Drug campaign 
graphic’ ‘Basement jazz video clip graphic’ and ‘American history - movie graphic’. The 
student then interprets these three associations into two poles - as 'Serious media 
message, and  ‘Amusing media message'. In this particular example personal construct, 
(serious) information from an 'anti-drugs campaign' and a 'poster for a American history 
movie', are contrasted with an (amusing) 'music graphic' from a video for a band. What is 
evident in this construct is the emphasis given by the student to the tone being used - as 
'amusing' or 'serious'. The 'amusing' music graphic belongs within a context of music 
video as entertainment and fun, whereas the other two items are associated more closely 
with public messages about history and a health/ anti-drugs message. What I take from 
the range of responses given by students in this second exercise, is that these are 
individual interpretations, as personal stories linked to explicit events and experiences. 
They are also responses which name and respond to shared public understandings about 
the visual forms being used as genre forms (brochures, posters and the like). Thus, I could 
understand that there is a wide range of possible interpretations by individuals, associated 
with personal memories and histories of personal experiences. One student comment 
encapsulates the significance of personal associations in semantic meaning-making as a 
result of taking part in these research exercises :

In participating in these exercises, I learnt more about myself and why I do 
what I design. It became clear how and why I create what I create. It’s all 
related to who, what and where I am as an individual. The results of my 
designs reflect so much to my history and how I grew up as a designer in this 
world. For example, I noticed and understand more why I like to design 
things in proportion and geometrical; this is due to my history of love for 
architecture. Another thing is that I like to try out new ways of design, and 
challenge myself. 

In the third exercise shown in Table 4, my objective was to investigate how students 
would share in constructing a narrative response to a set of given images. I gave the 
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same set of images to three different student groups, at different times. My interest was to 
find out what happened - whether there were similar themes or concepts across three 
different student group readings, or any patterns or features of reading which helped me 
understand the social processes and interactions of shared story-telling. In total, I gave out  
six different sets of images to three different groups. I gave them some guidelines for the 
exercise, which were to share in the discussion about an interpretation of the images into 
a narrative story, and to write a brief descriptive account of their shared story. They did 
not have to use all images of the set given to them if they chose not to. To explain this 
exercise and my findings, I include one example of three different versions of a story, 
based on working with the same group of photographs, titled ‘Chinese Village’. This 
image set consists of a series of colour photographs taken at a village located outside 
Shanghai, in Figure 15 below. I numbered each photograph in order to see how different 
configurations were developed, by the three different student groups.

                                        Figure 15: 'Selection from ‘Chinese Village' photographs (1997)

I shot this series of photographs in China in 1997 on a visit to a village on the outskirts of 
Shanghai as I was passing through this small village. Fifteen of these images are shown in 
Figure 15 randomly aligned together. They show the villagers getting on with their daily 
lives. Each of the three stories in the tables below is from small groups of students 
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sharing their combinations of the same image elements into a story about this village, and 
daily living there through the eyes of the characters of the man, woman and children. As 
part of the exercise, the student groups each discussed the images as a shared narrative 
construction. The three versions of the narrative show some interesting commonalities 
and differences as different interpretations and juxtapositions of the images. Table 4 
shows summaries of the three different group versions of the final narratives. These three 
versions all reflect on the bleakness of the images but also on the local and communal 
family context of the village setting. They focus on family breakdown, efforts to find or 
save the child, loss and travel. Each narrative has a main protagonist – two out of the 
three versions of the story have a man as the main character, one has the lost child as the 
main driver of the action. They all offer different readings of the same images, with 
similar patterns as themes of loss and hope, based on stories about overcoming the 
difficulties, walking away into a new future, or re-uniting as a family group. In terms of 
the structures of the three readings, it is interesting to see the emergence of beginnings, 
middles and ends. There is drama, and tension around the characters and how they are 
understood within each fictional narrative action drama. 

I see that what was took place, through the process of sharing interpretations of the 
images, was the formation of stories as a shared and negotiated concepts, as an 
understanding amongst the students involved. This discussion of the images ranged 
across a diversity of topics, including social issues, global economics and the 
consequences of global and cultural inequities, such as poverty, class, and lifestyle 
differences. The important aspect was the sharing of ideas - a discussion which was 
prompted by the images and the task to build a story from them. In Table 4, I have aligned 
these three different group responses for ‘Chinese Village’ as numbered images which 
allows me to show how each group assembled their selection into a narrative sequence.
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         Table 4: Three group work narratives using the ‘Chinese Village’ photographs
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My evaluation of this exercise was that we understand the world through our stories, 
which we build in groups through reference to our individual concepts, based on episodes 
of experience around emotion and reflective memories of time, place, event, and 
relationships. Through discussion, themes emerge around shared understandings leading 
to an empathy and interaction between the participants in that discussion. This is 
described in another student comment:

 The greatest thing I gained through the group exercises was the realisation 
that you need to be able to empathise with another person in order to 
understand their constructs. This doesn’t have to change how you see things; 
rather, it can broaden the way in which you see it.

For my research, what is important here is the revealing of a process of shared story-
telling as a process within design thinking. As a result of this reflection about the third 
exercise, I saw that I needed to research further into knowledge management and story-
telling as a participatory process for its own sake to better understand how new 
knowledge could evolve, as a result of sharing and discussion. My research direction was 
to establish how collaborative story-telling takes place as a sharing of shared associations, 
drawn from experience. In this way, a diversity of perspectives are brought to bear 
towards the formation of a narrative. What is significant is the process of conversational 
learning which occurs, as this sharing of views and perspectives takes place, as themes 
and topics emerge. In considering how I could best utilise this insight about the role of 
story-telling I research uses of journal writing as other forms of personal construct, for 
developing reflexive thinking. I then began to consider the design of my own personal 
construct methodology using personal journal writing.  

The journal as form of personal construct

I researched theories about reflexive writing using journals as a process for personal 
story-telling to describe events and episodes of one’s everyday life and subsequent 
experience. Watson & Wilcox (2000) comment on the vital role of story-telling as a key 
element in how one explains things to oneself in unanticipated ways:

Stories often seem to be created around puzzling, surprising, confusing or 
frustrating episodes in one’s work. Stories of success come when they too, 
are unexpected or unanticipated (2000: p 60)

Using story-telling as reflective reading method includes an initial first impression, 
followed by a second ‘reading’, which offers an analysis of the events and the language 
used, and how values are implied within the story either as a written or spoken text.  
Following this, Watson & Wilcox describe ‘zooming out’, as the way to identify the main 
drivers and motives within the story, and comment on these. Watson & Wilcox suggest 
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that this technique is similar to what Foucault refers to as ‘hypomnemata’, a practice of 
reflective close reading in notebooks which were used by the ancient Greeks. Foucault 
comments on this particular reflective method:
 

 “the point is not to pursue the indescribable, not to reveal the hidden, not to 
say the unsaid, but on the contrary, to collect the already said, to reassemble 
that which one could hear or read, and this to an end which is noting less 
than the constitution of oneself.” (Foucault, 1983, cited in Gore,1993: p 
129-130)

Watson & Wilcox suggest that a practical way this method can be used is to collect 
artefacts and objects that reflect how one does things. These can be handouts, letters, 
videos, photographs and the like. These are then annotated, with brief descriptions 
indicating what is happening, and how the artefact throws light onto a particular habit or 
convention of practice. Watson & Wilcox describe this approach as a way to identify 
practice ‘conventions’, which can then be read as informing pattern formation for 
identifying patterns in practice, as a result of evaluating these artifacts which are 
associated with one’s practice:

Finally, after annotating several artifacts, it is time for practitioners to 
consider whether they have gained any insights or new perspectives about 
practice and the role of practitioner. At this point, we recommend that 
practitioners play with the `reassembling’ aspect of the hypomnemata, seeing 
what happens when the collection of annotated artifacts is put together in 
different ways. The effect to aim for is a sort of collage of self and one’ s 
experience. ..The idea is to `zoom out’ from earlier readings of particular 
practices, and to intuit the meaning of one’ s whole practice through a 
reading of the whole collection. (Watson and Wilcox 2000: p 65)

What is described in this quote is similar to the processes which take place in Kelly’s 
personal construct theory as a process of re-assembling selected items. Based on this 
understanding of reflective practice through the collation of artefacts, as personal 
information, I introduced an assessment task into my reflective practice design teaching. 
This involved my students writing up an 'activity' log, where their actions and intentions 
for one chosen day were noted. This exercise was supported by readings about the value 
of reflection for self management, Daudelin (1996), and Drucker (1999). I began to 
research formats for recording of personal details, as forms of narrative which could be 
made as lists, or as longer forms of writing for the of documenting one's actions and 
intentions around a project. This format for personal reflection provides a neutral space 
for recording any actions or notes, which may or may not be crucial, but are relevant to 
one’s understanding, linked to experience. It leads one's thoughts into how those actions 
work, and what one's position towards aspects of these actions might be. In the 
assessment task, I provided a journal writing format as a way to organise thoughts for the 
day's activities, Figure 16. 
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Actions List Contextual Comments Emerging styles 
and patterns

Figure 16: Journal format for assessment task : ‘A day in your life’ 

This includes a list of actions, which are then considered in light of the general context, 
and then from this, reflecting on patterns about personal learning and acting styles.  As a 
result of reviewing the wide range of student responses to this task, I noted how, by 
linking activities with documenting of social contexts a deeper reflection about how and 
why certain emerging patterns of action are used takes place. I also noted the depth of 
detail which is introduced through the uses of several kinds of writing, and the 
introduction of non-verbal visual sketches and personal notations as one's 'musings'. 
Clearly emotional and motivational states of mind impact on the writing through 
recording of events, as  emotional and experiential memories and recollections. The uses 
of both subjective thinking and rational objective has the potential to keep the discussion 
going along as a documenting of things to be done, as well as a reflective commentary 
about what's already achieved, as patterns and styles of action and thought. Alvesson & 
Sköldberg (2002) describe the intrinsic qualities of reflexivity as a key dynamic within 
understandings about practice-based research: 

Reflexivity arises when the different elements or levels are played off against 
each other. It is in these relations and in the interfaces that reflexivity occurs. 
This approach is based on an assumption - and implies - that no element is 
totalized; that is, , they are all taken with a degree of seriousness, but there 
is no suggestion that any one of them is the bearer of the Right or Most 
Important Insight.(2002: p 249)

The idea of documenting one's own process is an intensely personal process. For many 
students, it was clear that they had written a summary description of events and actions, 
without much understanding of a personal decision-making process at all. Others went 
'over the top', and wrote down everything, in an emotional and passionate black hole of 
frustration, aspiration, and general messiness of documentation of absolutely everything 
and sometimes not much of any real usefulness as reflection. What I needed to establish 
was a particular format and structure for my journal which could through the structure, 
help me articulate many details of my deliberations and decision-making. In order to test 
out the value of using an ‘actions list’ method for my own journal research, in Currarong 
Drawings case study I introduce a similar approach, shown in Appendix 2B. I use this 
approach for listing specific tasks and actions as parts of the project activity. Initially, 
these lists are useful frames for guiding the ways I approach my drawing practice by 
naming concrete actions and approaches to drawing techniques and processes. After a 
while, I note how I integrate this style of notation into the main body of my journal 
writing, and they are not longer needed as a separate form of writing activity. 
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In developing my understanding about how internal conversations could be understood as 
a reflexive methodology using journal writing I researched theories from design about 
learning and conversation. My aim was to establish a framework for my journal as a 
process where I could ‘read’ and also learn from what I had written, by unpacking the 
complexity of experiential knowledge and knowing which potentially could be written 
about as having an influence in my designing. In this way, I was seeking to design my 
own form of ‘personal construct’ for the journal methodology, on the basis of my research 
into Kelly and Thomas & Harri-Augustein’s theory about how experiential forms of 
knowledge and knowing could be accessed through constructing personal constructs. As a 
result of this initial research, my research findings are:

 
Experience can be framed as networks of associations, through 
understanding conversations as learning.

Genres can be understood as encoded forms of social 
communication, which have some semantic stability. This 
provides a shared framework for individual interpretative 
meanings. 

Shared storytelling engages (explicit) individual associative 
networks with (tacit) genre forms. This understanding has the 
potential to help in the design of open-ended dialogic, dynamic 
visual texts. 

Personal journal writing structured for use as forms of 
personal construct which can inform and facilitate self-
learning.

In the following chapters I introduce, explore, and develop these key themes for my 
research. I begin by exploring the ways in which creative thinking and conversational 
learning are discussed in design thinking. I introduce selected theories, and then begin to 
establish a framework for how my research will proceed through my uses of a particular 
approach to journal writing. 
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Chapter Two: Theories about conversation, 
learning and designing 

This chapter outlines the significance of understanding conversation as learning, and 
introduces theories about design process cycles. What I have found from this section of 
my research is: 

Learning and designing are dynamic conversational processes 
of emergence. 

Design theory suggests that both reflective and reflexive 
thinking contributes to the 'creative leaps' of design decision-
making which occurs through 'abductive' thinking processes.

Design theory also offers models of design which describe a 
range of learning processes, as dynamic linked cycles and 
stages. 

Design theory suggests that one can conduct productive 
conversations with oneself as an effective way to manage and 
map design decision-making.

In this chapter, I begin with reference to Gordon Pask's 'conversation theory', which is a 
critical and significant theory about dynamic emergence and knowledge creation. I then 
follow on with more descriptions about the relevance of conversational learning for 
design, from Glanville. I then shift to a broader contextual discussion about Maturana and 
Varela's 'autopoetic' systems as self-producing biological systems. They describe a 
foundational understanding about human systems, as a biological one -  as holistic flows 
and interactions, which provides a useful metaphor for an ontological world view about 
human cognitive processes, which is sympathetic to 'natural' world concepts of ecological 
self- regulation. These theories are extremely important for my research. They offer a 
fundamental understanding about the process of conversations per se, as 
phenomenological events of exchange and learning, which are firmly grounded in human 
social and experiential experience. 

In the second part of this chapter, I introduce selected design cycle theories, as a basis for 
then introducing research about the role of the designer as a situated self in the process of 
designing. I discuss these models as systems and cycles which describe different 
workings of generic design activities of thinking, acting, and doing. My argument is that 
design is understood as a creative thinking process, where designers are actively engaged 
with a range of negotiations at different levels of the process. I then shift back to 
discussion about the nature of conversational learning as the active process, or conduit, 
through which design can generally be understood to take place in the world - as an 
engagement with everyday contexts for sharing and agreeing/disagreeing/agreeing not-
to-agree processes. From this, norms or topics emerge, which are critical points within 
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a design process. For design, the more ‘conversational’, the better, as this can lead to 
increased  possibilities for exploring new pathways and perspectives  about the complex 
situation or project being explored. This can be challenging, and lead to problems and 
failures, but ultimately, it is the way to shift outside a predictive scope, to try new ways, 
and to think new thoughts, differently. 

Conversation Theory 

Gordon Pask’s (1975) detailed and complex critique of ‘conversation’ is a cybernetic 
theory about processes of knowledge emergence through the dynamic exchanges which 
take place as conversational interplay. Pask’s theory describes what he terms the ‘P-
individual’.
 

A P-individual is a self-producing and self-reproducing, organisationally 
closed and informationally open, psychological system. It is a system that 
produces and reproduces procedures which bring about concepts as 
products.. When defining this notion, Pask refers to “a coherent cognitive 
organisation or stable class of procedures, independently of the processors 
in which the procedures are executed. Such entities are called psychological 
individuals of P-individuals” (Pask, 1975b: p164). This means they are 
formal realities (procedures in a way independent from their execution in a 
specific processor), but also real, dynamic realities (processes) (Navarro, P 
2001: p 776)

In order to represent Pask’s difficult and complex theory, I quote at length below from 
Glanville (2007a). He summarises Pask's theory about the ontology of the conversation as 
complex dynamic learning. An understanding of conversation theory is fundamental to 
my research, as it explains the generative and dynamic nature of conversational 
processes. Glanville's (2007a) summary of Pask's theory about conversations describes 
the ways in which the exchanges which take place amongst participants generate topics 
and layers:  

i) A conversation requires (at least) 2 participants. These participants do not
have be identified with bodies: there may be 2 participants in one body, and
there may be several bodies in one participant (as a group). Without at least
2 participants there is no conversation. These participants Pask calls
p‑individuals (p is for psychological).

ii) A conversation consists of an exchange of representations—
representations
of individual understandings (meanings)—with the intention that we can
“share” understandings (see viii) below).

iii) A conversation has a topic (or sequence of topics). This topic is (often
tacitly) agreed and held as shared. To arrive at this agreement and sharing, 
a
conversation is held: that is, conversation is recursive, to the point of
agreeing to converse.
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iv) A conversation exists on several levels at one time. Pask argues for 2, a
meta-level above that on which the conversation takes place, to allow the
critical redirection, as well as the level of the conversation. I would add a
level below, a substrate that carries context.

v) The levels of a conversation can shift: the meta-level can become the level
of a conversation, for instance, when talking about how to redirect
conversations: there will be a new meta-level above this and which we
discuss how to redirect our conversation about redirection.

vi) All meanings (and understandings) are personal and individual to the
conversational partners, understanding in their own way. Meanings are 
made
by individuals. In a conversation, meanings are not transferred, they are
made, separately, by each participant within the conversational process.

vii) A conversation ends when we reach an agreement. The agreement to
disagree is an agreement.

viii) In an agreement, I represent to you the understanding I have made of an
understanding you initially represented to me, in such a manner that you find
a close similarity between your original understanding and the one you
construct from my understanding of your initial understanding (as
communicated through the acts of representation). This is the process of
sharing understandings. We do not actually share the understandings, we
construct defendable analogies.

ix) i) to viii) do not need to occur step by step in the conversational cycle: 
they
can be suspended over several cyclic iterations. This happens in a normal
conversation (in everyday life). A Paskian conversation is tighter, about
learning specific topics within a computer aided learning environment, so
such suspension is less common but is by no means excluded.
(Glanville, 2007a: p15)

Glanville’s critique of Pask’s conversation theory offers four key aspects for my research. 
Firstly, it gives me a rationale for explicitly constructing a conversational space with 
myself, by establishing more than one personal participant voice for myself (for my-self 
and self-as-other). Secondly, in my conversations with self, I can aim to identify the 
workings of parallel layers of conversation (like interchangeable 'meta', actual and 'sub' 
layers as described above). Thirdly, I can trace and observe the range of topics discussed,  
about what is happening in a design process, to reach some shared agreement (or not) 
with myself about those things (topics). Fourthly, through these conversations with voices 
of self I can develop narratives which offer a richly detailed understanding about social 
knowledge. 

For conducting such conversations with my-self and self-as-other,  I see that I am both 
participating, and observing, in my own design process, by viewing it from different 
perspectives, by uses of my different participant voices. I need to consider how I might 
now build a way to conduct different kinds of conversations with myself, which 
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provide scope for ranging across, forward, and back, in the design thinking process, as a 
means of keeping track of the various voices of self which are participating in the 
dialogues. In establishing my approach, I seek to find a way to establish a field of 
possible topics, which helps my reflective process, considering different perspectives and 
stages of my design decision-making, where I both observe and participate in, the 
process.   

Glanville (2004) comments on this idea of being more than one presence within the 
designing process, as being both participant and observer, in a conversational context. He 
describes this as a process of building what he terms 'patterns' of commonality, derived 
from assembled experiences and objects. In this way, conversation produces a sharing of 
views with oneself, and /or others, as an agreement, or agreements, are reached about 
something, where more than one position or view about that something is at play. 
Glanville (2006) comments on this circular aspect of designing, as a constructive process, 
which leads to the creation of new form and new realities: 

Designers create form: they give form to the unformed, informing it, 
bringing it into form (hence the ancient design as in-form-ation). Design is, 
perhaps surprisingly, properly considered the original in-form-ation science, 
where science is meant in its older and less specialised sense of knowledge. 
Because it is concerned with giving form to the unformed, it is necessarily 
creative. Designers learn to give form as unique and one-off: their work is 
purposely and purposefully original. (Glanville,2006, p 62) 

So, the designer, as both participant and observer, is constantly moving to and from 
across the space of a problem situation, assessing and evaluating things, making decisions 
as emergent patterns, and interacting with the external social environment. The 
constructive ways in which this interaction occurs can be understood in terms of being a 
self-regulating human entity, taking responsibility for decisions made, and constantly 
assessing and evaluating one's position and directions for the project involved. What this 
entails is a deep interaction with the particular project context as a series of multiple 
perspectives which are shared and negotiated as distinctive perspectives. Pask’s ‘P-
individuals’ reflect distinctive psychological perspectives and beliefs which are self-
replicating, and self-generating. Navarro (2001) comments on this feature of Pask’s 
conversation theory, as a set of possibilities which, when considered together, he likens to 
‘ a sociological construct of a role’ : 

P-individuals, understood as the basis self-maintaining psychological units, 
do not necessarily coincide with the biological (human) individuals, nor with 
their individual minds. P-individuals can be distinct perspectives in an 
individual human mind, or coherent points of view socially assumed by a 
group of individuals. Hence, these units are entities which can populate an 
individual mind, or several - perhaps many- of them. This is the reason why 
Pask points out that “having insisted that  P-individual is a dynamic system, 
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it is plausible to characterise it, alternatively, as some consistent and self-
replicating system of hypotheses or beliefs, and thus to liken it to the 
sociological construct of a role” (Pask, 1976a,p151).
 
On the basis of these assumptions, CT contemplates the phenomenon of 
human learning as the result of an emergent process of “conversation” - of 
linguistic interaction based on conscious, conceptual resonance - between 
several P-individuals. These P-individuals can be distinct points of view 
within a biological individual, different biological individuals, or even 
specific groups of them. This conversation process forces the P-individuals 
involved to reproduce in new ways, through mutual information transfers, 
the network of concepts making up those P-individuals’ (Navarro , 2001: p 
776)

Pask’s ‘P-individuals’ are psychological points of view which work through 
conversational interactions, to self generate, or self reproduce, whilst being open to the 
emergence of new concepts through conversational learning. Glanville suggests that there 
is also a third level of conversation which is ‘a substrate that carries context’, where 
pragmatic and environmental influences are brought into the conversational exchanges of 
these P-individuals. In my research, I adapt the notion of a set of ‘P-individuals’ for my 
journal format, as a series of voices of self. Through the usage of this approach in journal 
writing, I identify the workings of context as a third system for social knowledge, where 
topics are introduced on the basis of the unique social and experiential knowledge for my 
case study projects. 

The important role of social context is also highlighted by J.J. Gibson (1966). In his 
definition of 'affordances' he describes the contributions which are made by a particular 
environment, as a result of the conversational interaction which is occurring in any given 
situation. Gibson's theory of affordances as perceptual interactions between subjects and 
their social contexts and semantic environments, is also significant for my research, as it 
highlights processes of differentiation, as unique configurations of particular situations 
which are socially determined and defined. An understanding of the workings of 
affordances as both social and semantic interactions in material culture, is discussed in 
more detail in the latter stages of this thesis, where I discuss the significance of genres 
and stories as affordances of context for generating shared understandings for design 
practice. 

The Designer as Goldschmidt's 'team of one'

An understanding about the multiplicity of voices and positions for designing is mostly 
understood to occur through team collaborations, but is also described as a process which 
can occur through conversations with the self. Goldschmidt (1995) terms this as a 
particular way in which the designer operates as a 'team of one'. Her description 
highlights the complex and challenging work of the individual designer, performing a 
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range of different kinds of reflecting and thinking: 

When the designer works on his/her own, with no teammates to collaborate 
with, it is still necessary to produce summative and evaluative moves along 
with the suggestive, creative ones, for a process to be productive. The single 
designer must therefore assume production of all types of moves, whereas in 
a team situation he/she could develop a permanent or an ad hoc ‘expertise’ 
in the production that takes advantage of the strongest capabilities of all 
participants in order to advance towards the best possible results.(1995: 
p207)

Goldschmidt’s research into shared and interacting communication in designing provides 
insights into the processes of conversation, which she terms ‘the designer as a team of 
one’(1995). Her research is the result of applying discourse analysis to the transcripts of 
actual verbal language used by participant designers across their design process. Her 
research identifies a range of different styles of conversational inputs, which are linked to 
the prior experiences of individual designers, involving their experiential tacit and 
explicit knowledge and knowing, in collaboration with self, and/or, others. The idea of the 
‘team of one’ is significant for my research, as it highlights the possibilities for using 
conversations with self, and self-as-other in order to develop a range of possible 
conversational styles and positions. As a collaboration, this suggests a way of revealing, 
of making more transparent, the dynamics and intricacies of self conversations, as 
musings about a particular situation. In order to better understand the ways in which a 
multiplicity of self (as a ‘team of one’) can be understood as a self-generating system, I 
research theories about how human cognitive and behavioural patterns mirror biological 
cellular forms in nature. I introduce Maturana and Varela's (1987) theory of 'autopoesis' as 
a living cycle. This is relevant as it describes a human and biological ontology of life 
systems thinking, as an ecology of life energy - humans as self-regulating life systems, 
which maintain a unity, a stability, whilst constantly undergoing internal regeneration, and 
experiencing externally influenced changes. 

Autopoesis - Maturana and Varela's self-regulating system

Maturana and Varela provide a biologically grounded explanation of holistic self-
regulatory systems to explain human interaction with external environments. Their theory 
of 'autopoesis' provides an explanation of the organisation of human systems. They 
describe a systems theory which is modelled on an understanding of circular systems of 
biological exchanges between cells in natural molecular entities, regularly conversing 
with their external environments, and synthesising elements back into their own world 
view as a kind of internal consensus. The significance of this theory for my research is 
that it highlights the stable nature of biological systems as self-regulating entities. As an 
abstract concept, this is important as it provides me with a rationale for the introduction 
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of my own stable foundational system through the means of my journal format as 
organising principle for then conducting conversations with myself. 

Maturana & Varela (1987) describe their ‘autopoesis’ as a consensual dialogue, which is a 
non-linear interaction of living system and environment, a mutual interaction of a 
person’s holistic individual appreciative systems, with their environment. Their theory 
touches on the foundations of human understanding, as a biological ecology of the human 
subject, suggests the dynamic relationships of the parts of the whole (system) which 
constantly evolve and self- monitor towards a consensus for future action. They comment 
on the phenomenon of human cognition as ‘effective action’, as a stable organisational 
function: 

Since all cognition brings forth a world, our starting point will necessarily 
be the operational effectiveness of living beings in their domain of existence. 
In other words, our starting point to get an explanation that can be 
scientifically validated is to characterize cognition as an effective action, 
and action that will enable a living being to continue its existence in a 
definite environment as it brings forth its world. Nothing more, nothing less. 
(Maturana & Varela, 1987: p 30)

What is described here is human subjects interacting in their world, as their life is shaped 
by encounters and everyday experiences. As self-regulating biological entities, humans 
absorb external influences and interpretations through the actions of everyday personal 
experience.  

When Maturana speaks of a system’s organization, he does not mean how 
this web of relationships might be described in abstract form. Rather, he 
intends organization to denote the relations actually instantiated by the 
autopoetic unity’s circular process. Structure, by contrast, is the particular 
instantiation that a composite entity enacts at a particular moment. For 
example, when a female human is born, she has one kind of structure; when 
she enters puberty, she has another; if she contracts a disease, she has still 
another. But throughout her lifetime, her organization remains the same: that 
which is characteristic of a living human. (Hayles, 1999: p 138)

The autopoetic human system, is one where the subject acts, and in so doing, observes 
them self operating in that process, as they are ‘structurally coupled’ to their environment.

We become observers through recursively generating representations of our 
interactions, and by interacting with several representations simultaneously 
we generate relations with the representations of which we can then interact 
and repeat this process recursively, thus remaining in a domain of 
interaction always larger than that of the representation. (Maturana & 
Varela, 1980: p 14)

What is significant about the theory of autopoesis for my research is the explanation it 
provides for the stability of a governing organisational system, as a foundation for human 
actions. I adapt this principle as a framework for establishing my journal writing 
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methodology. Maturana’s writings introduce further systems concepts including the 
definition of what he terms ‘alopoietic unities’(1980). These are systems which he 
describes as having as their goal the achievement of other objectives and goals, not just 
their own efficient organization. In these unities, as distinct to autopoesis, there is a 
process of change and transformation, as a feeding back of one system relative to another.  
For example, I have an electric jug which I boil to make a pot of tea. The electrical 
system in the jug is a discrete organisational system, which I interact with by filling with 
water and switching on. The making of the tea is a separate activity, but depends upon the 
jug being boiled to achieve it. In this example, the electric jug is my autopoetic system, 
around which I build a range of processes and actions, as social contexts and behaviours. 
In this way, I am able to use the stability of autopoetic systems to support a range of other 
processes and activities where there may be talk back between myself, as designer, and 
the situation. In my own research, my journal format can be understood as my autopoetic 
system, which is foundational for the generative potential of my ‘team of one’ which I 
understand as my alopoetic unity. Together, my autopoetic and alopoetic systems enable 
me to generate a rich body of knowledge about myself, as agency  and as observer in my 
design practice. In this way, I am able to establish a dialogical framework for introducing 
a diverse range of topics and themes which ‘talk-back’, and which inform my design 
thinking about individual project contexts.  

Schön's (1992) description of designing as ‘conversations with the materials of the 
situation’ refers to this talking back process as a series of ongoing dialogues with, across 
and through the specific elements of the project context and media processes. Schön 
describes this as a series of negotiated decisions which are made across a project as it 
develops and takes shape. The uncertainty involved in this process is fundamental to an 
understanding of designing, as a speculative activity which is subject to all kinds of 
influences and possibilities. Schön describes how this process of engagement with the 
project at hand leads to a depth of critical thinking as differences and similarities spring 
emerge as part of the process. Schön (1979) comments: 

 ..when we interpret our problem-setting stories so as to bring their 
generative metaphors to awareness and reflection, then our diagnoses and 
prescriptions cease to appear obvious and we find ourselves involved, 
instead in critical inquiry. We become aware of the differences as well as the 
similarities between the new problematic situation and the familiar situation 
whose description we have projected onto the new. (1979: p150)

Schön's comments describe a design process, which starts at one point, then diverges into 
another set of concerns, whilst at the same time, not losing sight of the previous 
conversation. Thus designing is described in this way as critical and creative inquiry, as a 
reflexive process of conversations with, as he suggests, the materials of the situation, 
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which in my research, include the designer’s own personal experiences and expertise. In 
order to better understand theories about design in terms of these concepts of autopoetic 
and alopoietic systems thinking, I next introduce selected models from design theory. My 
intention in this discussion is to present a theoretically informed framework for 
explaining how I am developing my own research, using my understanding of design 
systems and cycles. The examples I have selected from the discipline of design research 
and thinking explain fundamental principles which are relevant to my research. I also 
acknowledge that there are other design theory models available which offer a depth of 
insights from design methods and processes (Jones, 1992); and (Alexander,1964). Jones’ 
research in design methods provides an insightful resource for a logical and procedural 
thinking approach to design through uses and application of his many procedural and 
process-based methods. Alexander’s pattern-based thinking styles and principles for 
situated thinking provide logical, reasoned ways (as possible ‘patterns’) for responding to 
design situations, which are valuable resources for design process knowledge. My 
research question asks how I might, as a designer, make considered decisions about the 
uses of any available methods or processes - and why I would use these in a particular 
design situation? In other words - how is the decision made to utilise a pattern or method, 
and what role can experiential knowledge and knowing be understood to play in that 
process? These are generalisable qualities of a theory for design, but I also ask myself 
what are the mechanisms and processes by which I decide on a course of action for my 
own design practice? In order to explore these issues, I next research models from design 
theory to establish a framework for the general and transferable uses of thinking styles 
and for understanding how design is generally understood as form of learning cycle, 
where a range of processes come into play. 

Generic 'designerly knowing' principles 

Cross (1997) describes a model for design thinking as a process cycle, where ‘sub-
problems’ and ‘sub-solutions’ work together. The significance of this model for my 
research is in the delineation of pathways and flows, which manifest in the creation of 
what Cross calls ‘sub’ problems and solutions as flows working in design processes, 
shown in Figure 17. What is important for my research is this naming of the components 
of a design process as a set of different stages which can be explored through a variety of 
thinking techniques and styles. In Figure 17 Cross notes these stages as what he terms a 
symmetrical set of relationships, which do not prioritise any one aspect. In other words, 
the ‘overall problem’ can be broken down into smaller ‘sub’ problems, and these can lead 
to ‘sub’ solutions, suggesting eventually an overall solution. What is significant in this 
schematic of the design process is the complexity of the process itself - Cross’s 
description of the symmetry of the process suggests that it is not a simple direct line 
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between problem and solution, but rather, a layered, and dense symmetry of possibilities 
which unfold as a process of deep inquiry. Cross also stresses the co -construction of 
different aspects of the problem and solution, into ‘sub’ parts, which all play a role in the 
process. He suggests different thinking styles which come into play as designing occurs, 
which are not necessarily in agreement, but may be confusing, contradictory, and 
difficult. 

                                    Figure 17: Cross (1997, p 439) Model of the symmetrical 
                                         relationship between problem and design solution

Cross (1997) identifies five bridging principles which he comments, operate across the 
design cycle - these are ‘combination, mutation, analogy, first principles and emergence.’ 
As conceptual ontological frames, these principles describe the different kinds of thinking 
which can be applied to the ‘problem’, ‘solution’, and ‘sub’ problems and solutions. 
Cross (1997) bases his definition of what he terms 'designerly ways of knowing' on the 
expert application of these principles to manipulate 'non-verbal codes', for the working 
through a design problem situation. He comments the application and use of these five 
principles for designing, as constructive engagements with the design situation, as, rather 
than creative 'leaps', creative 'bridges' across the situation:   

 
During the design process, partial models of the problem and of its solution 
are constructed side-by-side, as it were. The crucial factor, however, is the 
bridging of these two partial models by the articulation of an apposite 
concept.. which enables the models to be mapped onto each other. The 
'creative leap' is not so much a leap across the chasm between analysis and 
synthesis, as the throwing of a bridge across the chasm between problem and 
solution. Such an apposite 'bridge' concept recognisably embodies 
satisfactory relationships between problem and solution. It is the recognition 
of a satisfactory bridging concept that provides the 'illumination' of the 
creative 'flash of insight'. (1997: p 440)

The five thinking styles which Cross describes are carried out as variously different ways 
to approach the design situation - as descriptive, as metaphoric and analogic, as 
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combinations of concepts and functions, and emerging forms and ideas about a design 
context. These various ways of thinking offer  a wide range of possibilities, across the 
macro situation, to the micro detailing of design production crafting. The diversity of 
thinking styles which results reflects the complexity involved in a design process, as a 
rich array of  creative thinking which draws on previous expertise, and also personal 
associations and experiences. As part of the parallel ways in which streams of creative 
thought develops, this happens through what he terms both convergent, and divergent 
processes, as ideas develop, form, shift, and take shape across the overall 'problem'. What 
Cross describes here are similar to the five dialectic learning conversations from Baker, 
Jensen & Kolb (2002) which I adapt into my autopoetic system for journal writing. Their 
five dialectic pairings are forms of ‘learning conversation’ which also work as a range of 
different thinking styles. What they offer is a means to explore a design  context through 
the space offered by each pairing - that is, not an ‘either/or’, but a relationship between 
two linked thinking styles, such as ‘apprehension/comprehension’, not a unitary concept, 
but one grounded in a dialogic framework for documenting and expressing social 
knowledge. 

                    Figure 18: Cross - convergent and divergent thinking (from Dubberly,2008: p 25)

Cross suggests that divergent and convergent thinking takes place across the scope of the 
project as it evolves. This is shown in the Figure 18 as a process of parallel creative 
thoughts, oscillating and shifting, as different kinds of thinking are channelled together. 
The significance of this for my research is that it highlights the multiple and diverse 
thinking inputs taking place across the design situation, supporting my adaptation of 
Baker et al’s five dialectic learning pairings for my journal format. Cross quotes Daley 
(1982) on the ways that kinds of 'non-verbal media of thought and communication' work 
in design activity : 
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The way designers work may be inexplicable, not for some romantic or 
mystical reason, but simply because these processes lie outside the bounds of 
verbal discourse: they are literally indescribable in linguistic terms. (Cross, 
2006: p 20) 

Cross's description of these divergent and convergent thinking activities as indescribable 
in linguistic terms, is also supported by other design theorists, who provide alternative 
non-verbal characterisations of the design process cycle. Lawson (2006) describes a 
series of linked design thinking stages in designing, as operational action stages, linked 
to the impact of cause and effect, which bring together embodied physical and mental 
skills. He names these stages as - 'formulating, representing, moving, reflecting, and 
evaluating' (2006: p 291). In his description of these stages of a design process cycle, 
Lawson highlights the importance of physical human scale in design processes, from the 
very start of the designing. Figure 19 shows his modelling of human cognitive and 
embodied knowledge, through an example of 'walking'. 

                   Figure 19: Lawson's diagram of walking as a cause-and-effect 
                                          process (from Dubberly, 2008: p28) 

Lawson’s design diagram is significant for my research, as it is a model for design which 
shows the actual behaviours which occur as linked and embodied steps to make up the 
action of walking. This perspective shows the workings of cause and effect, which, taking 
place as convergent/divergent thinking states, are also discrete and tacit knowledge about 
how to do, or make forms which take place in an embodied manner. That is, they occur 
from within the designer as ‘person’ human agency, interacting with a particular context, 
as well as observing their own actions and intentions. These interactions between a 
designer as agency and a particular environmental context support Gibson's emphasis on 
the ways in which affordances of social environments contribute to the particular learning 
or knowing taking place. In order to further understand the potential for exploring these 
further layers of how to do or make forms, which, as Cross suggests, are difficult to 
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describe in linguistic terms, I next research the ways in which analysis of discourse as 
forms of language has been considered within design processes. This describes a 
performative dimension for design in terms of how to make/do/act towards form-making, 
which is generated and expressed through language and self expression. This further 
explores the dynamics of particular interactions between humans and environments, as 
the designing process takes shape around a given scenario and its ensuing constraints.  

Styles of communication through language 

Stumpf and McDonnell (2002) propose a way to name the usage of verbal language in 
designing, through what they term ‘frame shifts’. They describe this as a way to 
understand argumentation, as consensus emerges through the design process. By taking 
note of the uses of the rhetoric used in verbal and written language, designers might better 
control and manage the development and nurturing of key concepts by team members. 
With an emphasis again around the process of shared ideas and different perspectives 
brought to bear in the designing, Stumpf and McDonnell’s design research reflects the 
significant and complex ways that conversational dialogues can generate emergent 
knowledge. In their research, they suggest that keeping note of the language being used 
can then provide a documentation for further evaluation as self-documentation of one's 
own design processes. In my own journals, this is what my research also set out to 
achieve, as a structured approach to the documentation of the diversity of perspectives 
and influences I am negotiating in designing. I note the emergence of key topics and the 
development of personal notation styles and forms in my journal case studies, which are 
similar to what Reymen describes in design team communications as reflection 
'types' (2003). 

To support her research findings, Reymen refers to Schön's (1983) definitions of 
reflection types for designing, noting his delineation of 'reflection in-action, reflection-on-
action, and reflection-on-practice'. Reymen (2003) quotes a study by Valkenburg on 
reflective team practices, which identifies a series of possible roles for participants within 
the design process. For my research, this is a significant claim, as it supports the 
importance and relevance of promoting a diverse set of positions, or perspectives, which 
are brought into play through different modes of address, all contributing to the design 
process. In my journal methodology, I locate such ‘reflection types’ as the voices of self 
which form my ‘unity of self’ construct, working through my design conversations. 
Reymen comments on Valkenburg’s study:

She found patterns and large-scale strategies in the occurrence of reflective-
practice activities. An outcome of the study are new roles for a project 
manager, namely that of frame coach, reflection guard, and move helper. 
(2003: p3) 
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Reymen (2003) concludes with a series of questions about the potentials for further 
research into the ways in which negotiations take place as shared and negotiated 
reflective types and styles of reflection:  

Besides the study of each type separately, it is also worth studying the 
combination of two or three types of design reflection. Interesting questions 
are:” Do the types occur together in practice?, “When supporting two or 
three types, what are efficient time intervals for each type of reflection?”, 
“What can be said regarding the effectiveness of combined reflection 
types?”, and “Is the preference and effectiveness of a certain type of 
reflection related to the personality of the designer, to the composition of the 
design team, to the design situation, to the moment in the design process, 
and or to the type of design task? (2003: p 8)

As findings from her research, Reymen suggests that there is potentially great benefit in a 
deeper exploration of the detailed nuances of types of reflecting, as rhetorical modes of 
address to the design situation; both by designers in teams, and as her ‘designer as a team 
of one’. Her suggestion of new roles such  'frame coach, reflection guard, and move 
helper' support the view that there are a range of different kinds of exchanges and 
reflective, rhetorical 'types' which operate across the design process, involving the 
designer - as a ‘team of one’. In my own research, through my journal writing, I also seek 
to develop a range of different value perspectives, for myself to engage and negotiate 
design activity, through conversations with myself as thinking styles. What this means is 
that I can negotiate between the roles as I detail non-verbal codes of material culture 
through my journal writing. The documentation of a wide range of perspectives about 
one’s own designing can lead to insights about own patterns of practice and the ways in 
which value judgements are framed and situated. As insights and new knowledge, these 
develop as a result of considering a diversity of information, as facts and also as 
anecdotes and idiosyncratic human behaviours which are the affordances of a particular 
environment.  

The following design diagrams, Figures 20 and 21, from Dubberly (2008) show the 
underlying and implicit dimensions of what might be occurring within a design process 
for practice. They are written for a popular culture context, and may be slightly tongue-
in-cheek, however, there are certain truths which they reveal about the random and 
subjective dynamics of design communication processes as strategies and responses. 
Figures 20, and 21 illustrate the idiosyncratic nature of human and social communication 
within the context of the rough and tumble of design in the commercial world. They 
reflect the notion of Gibson's affordances as context-specific interactions taking place 
between the designer-as-actor, designer-as-agent and a particular environment.
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Figure 20: Dubberly (2008: p 49): “The process of designing solutions”

                                 after Mok, C. & Yamashita,K. (2003)

Mok & Yamashita’s 12 step model in Figure 20 is further developed by Dubberly, after 
Felde, (2008), to describe the implicit dynamics of personal styles and thinking, as 
personal stances towards professional contexts. These attributes show a range of styles 
and practices which take place within a commercial design activity, as tactics and 
strategies.  

Figure 21: Dubberly (2008), p 49: What the AIGA didn’t tell you: After Felde, N.
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Figure 21 describes a variety of implicit experiential activities which involve securing a 
design project, negotiating constraints, opportunities and contingencies for pragmatic 
design practice. As a whole, these aspects highlight the intensity of personal /professional 
encounters and the experiential and contingent context which they suggest. Figures 20 
and 21 both offer succinct descriptions of the implicit and explicit workings of 
experiential knowledge and knowing which underlie design activities. In these models, 
emotions, intuition and prior expertise inform pragmatic designing where every step 
involves taking a particular position linked to an ongoing questioning of the design 
situation, which may be rhetorical, strategic, and on-the-run decision making, linked to 
one's previous experience of practice, perceptions and intuitions of the constraints and 
opportunities within the particular design project context. 

Dubberly’s model (Figure 20) shows the range of ways in which personal experience is 
involved as different perspectives of  designer as ‘actor’ within the design process. This 
highlights the influence of non-verbal rhetorical devices and approaches which are woven 
within and through the practice of designing, integrating conceptual and practical, 
technical and emotional, strategic actions. Considered in this light, the designer needs to 
be enormously flexible, always learning, open to new ways of mediating design 
situations, for considering the value of what they make/produce as social objects, 
products and services. Nelson & Stolterman (2003) describe these human characteristics 
in their naming of design process stages as ‘exploration, composition, judgement and 
action’. Their emphasis on the role of human judgement supports understandings about 
the need for designers to develop highly attuned deliberative thinking abilities which are 
able to bring together both objective and subjective perspectives into a practice for action 
and re-mediation. Buchanan (2001) comments on these complexities for design, as a 
practice of 'mediating middle of our culture', as an integration of 'logos and techne': 

Designers hold a wide range of philosophical beliefs about the nature of the 
world and the place of human beings within it, and their beliefs are often 
clearly evident
in the features of the products that they create. This reflects the significance 
of the idea that design combines logos and techne. Indeed, this is our central 
claim about the development of rhetorical themes in design: products are 
arguments about how we should lead our lives. Designers are engaged in a 
humanizing of technology that goes beyond the work of engineers and 
computer scientists, and the concepts and devices of rhetoric have provided 
many of the instrumentalities needed for this work. .. Design has arisen to 
provide the mediating middle of our culture in this debate, much as verbal 
rhetoric provides the mediating middle among competing ideas expressed in 
verbal discourse.(2001: p197)

What is suggested by the models I have cited above, and the range of complex aspects 
of design which they introduce, is that designing engages with multi-layered 
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approaches to complexity, as nuances and flows, as non-verbal and positional arguments 
contribute to design solutions. The designer as implicated in these descriptions of the 
design process as a situated self, alongside other collaborators. So, if we consider 
designing as a process of building subjective and informed arguments, as positions 
towards the design situation, what this suggests is that we need a model which is about 
building and framing ways to understand ways to integrate multiple perspectives as 
solutions for managing design complexity through contradictory, confusing, pragmatic, 
emotional, conceptual, environmental and contextual factors. A greater understanding of 
the place of the self as different kinds of agency, would thus be a potential benefit for 
design thinking, as a way to plan and trace pathways through design decision-making, as 
the construct of a ‘team of one’. 

The model I seek to develop through my journal approach seeks to explore ways in which 
my ‘team of one’ can introduce a range of multiple perspectives as a range of possibilities 
which are available, to be taken up for use in my design process. They do not prescribe 
activity, but rather, suggest alternative, strategic and complementary approaches, by 
understanding ‘my-self’ and ‘self-as-other’ as distributed, parallel, and diverse spaces. 
This model would provide a way to engage with micro and macro aspects of designing as 
strategic, operational, contextual, pragmatic and rhetorical practice.   

Another kind of model - linking generic macro and micro learning cycle 
processes 

In seeking to build a model which has a range of levels within it, my research aims to 
identify better ways for understanding the intricate workings of experiential knowledge 
and knowing. I propose that by establishing my own field of conversational interplay with 
myself as different forms of agency, I will be able to trace the multiple perspectives 
working within my designing. What I hope to explore in my research requires a model 
which offers spaces for diverse activities, and for different modes of address, towards the 
design situation. A design system model which suggests such a multiplicity of options and 
possibilities is provided by Jonas (2007). The design model he describes shows how one 
may combine macro and micro activities and processes as a systems diagram for design 
practice and research. This model introduces design in relation to the stages of a learning 
cycle, but draws these out, to show what he terms a 'hypercycle' of possibilities (Jonas, 
2007: p201) for understanding how design can occur through research. He focuses on the 
projective nature of the design cycle - given that the future of a design outcome is 
unstable, it cannot be predicted with any certainty. As a result, its efficacy as a full cycle 
is questionable. With an emphasis on the speculative nature of design processes, Jonas 
shifts the focus from what is done, and what is certain, to insights into the depth of 
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possible actions which might be possible. This is a way to engage with a range of 
multiple options and possible perspectives. These may then be built as resources, as what 
his model shows as a space for a 'project archive', and a 'methods toolbox'. 

   Figure 22: Chow,R & Jonas,W. (2008, p 047/9) MAPS model overview

In Figure 22 Chow and Jonas describe generic processes and elements working in the 
design process cycle, as an understanding of complex set of interactions between macro 
and 'micro' learning processes. This MAPS model details conceptual/metaphoric (macro) 
design stages (analysis/projection/synthesis) alongside operational (micro) learning 
phases for design research - (research/ analysis/synthesis/realisation). Their ‘MAPS’ 
acronym is :‘matching analysis, projection synthesis). The design process model which 
this system offers provides an extended field for both thinking and acting as a dynamic 
tool for conceiving design research processes, actions, and activities which can guide in 
the recognition of new patterns, relationships and insights. 

Their methodological ‘toolbox’ can be taken up in a comprehensive way to explore 
possibilities for both the external context of the design situation, as well as for application 
to explorations of the internal processes of how a designer thinks and constructs patterns 
and concepts by interacting with these systemic toolbox options
Chow & Jonas MAPS’ model indicates spaces where one might, in design practice and 
research, engage with all kinds of modes of address as designerly tools for research - as 
states of mind and action; and actual behaviours and events linked to experiential 
knowledge and knowing, which encompasses propositional, AND operational activities 
within an overall cycle system, as one of linked two-way flows, and pathways.  
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Figure 23 shows how Chow and Jonas project the range and scope of their MAPS model 
as a set of possible questions, and options. These ask questions, and suggest the reflexive 
potential for working with the contradictions and layers of macro and micro processes.  
As questions are raised the knowledge generated informs one’s overall communication as 
an interaction between broad (external) iterative steps of the design inquiry, and micro 
processes of data discovery, evaluation, and subsequent representation. What is important 
in this schematic design process system is the emphasis placed on the process of 
interaction between macro and micro processes of thinking and inquiry. That is, they 
happen at the same time, they are a set of possibilities which are open-ended, and which 
configure the designer as both a key actor leading the inquiry, as well as a participant in 
the system itself. That is, a second order cybernetic understanding about the designer 
engaged with the process on several levels of feedback and through interaction with the 
situation.

                    Figure 23: Chow,R & Jonas (2008: p104/3) The hyper-cyclic process as a 'toolbox': 
                       categories of innovation and design methods and tools, questions and results

The hyper-cycle of possible questions and topics in this model for design, as ‘domains of 
design inquiry’ are described as ‘steps of the iterative micro process of learning/
designing’. In their MAPS model (for PSS - products, services, systems), Chow and 
Jonas indicate a specific place for the storage of resources in the ‘Project Archive’. I 
understand this as a working space, for storing particular kinds of non-verbal, visual, 
written, sketched forms and moments of design as instances of detailed ‘knowledge-in-
action’, which are highly context-specific. These may be in principle similar to 
Alexander’s ‘patterns’ and other inventories of design methods and processes. What I 
think is meant to distinguish them from generic design tools, is that these are context-
specific instances of knowing-in-action where particular circumstances make the 
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setting unique, yet also generalisable in some respects. Generalisable knowledge can be 
accessed, and may be re-applied, as a background knowledge to help with other similar 
design problems and contexts. These resources are ‘stored’ in the ‘Methods/Toolbox’ as a 
source for one’s future design practice and research activities. 

What is particularly useful about Chow & Jonas’s model for my research, is the way in 
which, as I have outlined above, it extends an understanding of rich design processes. As 
states, actions resources, these suggest ways in which to frame the workings of language 
and interactions which may be non-verbal, but which can be understood as all 
contributing to an emerging knowledge matrix, as a way to effectively approach, and then 
constructively engage with design situations. Their model is rich with possibilities that 
include metaphoric stages of action, strategy, personal learning, and the development of a 
resources in the ‘Project Archive', which informs the ‘Methods/Toolbox’. As a significant 
feature of their model this ‘Project Archive’ space implies a productive capacity for 
building personal codings as knowledge resources for practice-based design knowledge 
management. Chow and Jonas’s model also indicates the significant role of 
‘communication’ - as ‘the driver’ in their design process cycle. In their model, this is 
described as a series of questions:

 “How to establish the process and move it forward? How to enable positive 
team dynamics? How to find a balance between action/reflection? How to 
build hot teams? How to enable equal participation?” (from Figure 23)

The questions asked here about the role of communication suggest the dynamic interplay 
of human interactions as productive exchanges towards shared, agreed norms and 
understandings. As communication scenarios, these questions all engage with the 
workings of participant voices around strategic and contextual project objectives and 
strategies for mapping out the rich and unique details of design project contexts. Jonas, 
Morelli & Munch comment on the imperative for design to adapt more strategic 
approaches for local contexts. They describe the use of the MAPS model to generate 
individualised and transferable forms of codification, as resources for the strategic 
management of design as innovation. This involves building taxonomies of data, 
information, and knowledge, around a diversity of topics and flavours. They suggest that 
this is a way to conceptualise and strategically build and engage with highly 
individualised situations and solutions:

Macroscopic social and economic changes in the last few years are forcing 
business companies and public institutions to redefine their approach to 
social intervention, focusing on local and highly individualised solutions. 
This change is also calling for a new design approach. The challenge for 
designers is not only to be able to provide local and highly individualised 
solutions, but also to propose strategies to transfer and reproduce the 
solutions, or part of them, into different local contexts, thus creating 
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economy of scope. This would be possible by using forms of codification and 
modularisation of the most relevant components in local solutions. 

The code refers to the organisational knowledge included in local 
components and the way each component interacts with the others. Like 
software systems, local product-service systems can be built upon a source 
code. 

The question of codification suggests a methodological approach for 
supporting transferability both in the problem space (dealing with 
complexity) and in the solution space (dealing with contingency). The 
analysis of differences and similarities between business- and socially-
oriented processes suggests a new role for designers and new opportunities 
for innovation. (Jonas, Morelli & Munch, 2008: p 104/1)

In using this approach the designer can identify particular modes for action towards the 
design situation, by addressing at the same time, aspects of ‘complexity’ and 
‘contingency’. As an approach for documentation of the process these strategies suggest 
the importance of paying attention to recording specific details of one’s own (and others) 
unique locally situated perspectives to inform organisational knowledge within social 
contexts. The designer’s input as an active agency working across this open system  
emphasises the asking of questions about what is not-known, what is outside of existing 
or predetermined assumptions and prejudices. As  system for design research, it offers a 
way in which to explore innovative and socially engaged knowledge practices which are 
highly context-specific but which also have generalisable qualities as new methods and 
tools which may be specific to the individual designer or project context.

The models from design practice and research cited in this research provide principles 
and strategies which can be applied to individual design situations, as ways in which 
personal knowledge and experience can be seen working within design processes. By 
working with both macro, and micro cycles, the design researcher has a 'toolbox' of 
possible strategies, methods, and accrued applied knowledge. Whilst focused on the 
micro details, the designer still has the big strategic picture well in mind, and is able to 
manage contingencies as they arise, tracing and mapping these by use of tools and 
methods from the project archive. A documentation of the complexity of thought, 
reflection and action is achieved with a mindful and purposeful eye on one's own 
positioning - as rhetorical and strategic stances for collaborative and embodied 
communication. This is not a rigid constraining model, but rather, a flexible map for 
identifying complexity at many levels, which can then be, potentially, stored and 
transferred into other project contexts - as Glanville (2007b) comments, ‘as observer-
involved knowledge for’: 
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But the purpose of designers is to change the world. They are concerned 
with action on the world that is intended to change it – to create the new. 
They are not observers of the world, but observers in the world, and hence 
actors. Designers need knowledge for acting. And, in a sense, the process at 
the heart of design, generating those actions, can be said to generate this 
knowledge for acting on the world as we make it.

These – knowledge of and knowledge for – are very different sorts of 
knowledge, reflecting differences in understandings of knowledge (and 
intelligence) that stem back to at least Aristotle, which have been built on in 
recent studies by, for instance, Polyani (1967 – tacit knowledge) and Schön
(1983 – reflective knowledge). There is a rarely questioned orthodoxy, that if 
we understand better, we can act better. This is taken as self-evident, yet 
seems untested and may be flawed. For instance, being able to predict the 
heat loss of a proposed building does not much help a designer. Unless the 
designer is very lucky, all (s)he learns is that (s)he has got it wrong. 
Knowledge of has traditionally been converted to knowledge for by means of 
a sort of transfer knowledge that is the special area of technology. 
Technology,consisting in large part of what we refer to as engineering, 
converts knowledge of into knowledge for.

However, designers look for a direct knowledge for. Often, knowledge of 
simply gets in the way. Second order cybernetics is the field that constructs 
knowledge for action in the sense that it is always concerned, not so much 
with knowledge, as with knowing, with knowledge that is generated by and 
concerned with action and the actor: with observer-involved knowledge for. 
(Glanville, 2007b, p1199/1200)

The Chow and Jonas MAPS model offers a way to consider spaces for building a rich 
project archive of highly attuned states of knowledge-in-action as ‘knowledge for’ 
designing. The spaces of their ‘methods/toolbox’; and the ‘project archive', work in 
tandem with the analysis stage. The provision of the toolbox and archive both supports 
general speculation, and are open to all contingencies as new knowledge and contextual 
shifts. The knowledge stored in these domains can be referenced as personal, rhetorical, 
and transferable, knowledge-gathering processes for research purposes. The MAPS model 
shows how one might approach design research and practice as a strategic, examination 
of the situation through an examination of the internal dynamics of a highly 
individualised design project. Jonas et al (2008) refer to their approach, for its effective 
use for building transferable (coding) resources for service design and social community 
contexts. They comment on this application of MAPS as a way to generate forms of  
'source coding' as unique event sequences which may then be used or adapted for other 
similar projects. This provides a resource of possible 'use cases', which provide insights 
into the complex relationship across micro (the local situation) and macro (the operational 
systems context):

An event based method, such as use cases, can effectively address time-
related instances of the service. Use cases are used in service design to 
specify the sequence of events in a service (Morelli, 2002). Each use case 
represents a simple instance of the service and focuses on a specific actor 
(the courier, the customer, the IT unit). The time sequence specifies each 
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phase of the service, elicits requirements concerning the actor’s experience 
(front office) and the system behaviour (back office) (Jonas et al: p 104/16)

The model offered for framing design problems through this MAPS model, and the kinds 
of positions which it offers suggests the need to understand design research as a practice 
where the designer has a repertoire of situated possibilities for action which are grounded 
in applied knowledge and knowing, for use in both research and practice. In this way the 
designer employs their expertise towards understanding processes of knowledge 
management and human social and personal experiences, as ‘knowledge for’ designing. 
In the example quoted above, the ‘use case’ knowledge is framed around the specific 
individuals - the ‘courier, the customer, the IT unit’. Individual ‘actors’ bring unique 
human and subjective, experiential local knowledge into the situation being explored and 
documented.  It may be that this local knowledge is critical to the designing - for 
example, in the example cited, the kinds of experiential knowledge and knowing which is 
relevant includes local street knowledge; business lunch hour formalities; how to ride and 
service transport vehicles; how to communicate with different social groups. Thus, local 
and experiential knowledge and knowing contributes to narratives about everyday life. In 
this way, lived experience informs designing as a process of story-telling - as forms of 
narrative about the ‘actors’, revealing their experiential knowledge and knowing, which 
they bring to inform a specific ‘use case’ scenario, thus linking everyday experiences and 
community-oriented knowledge and knowing as ‘knowledge for’ designing. 

For multi-media contexts, the uses of story-telling also provide similarly rich potentials 
for visual communication design. Pirhonen & Murphy (2008) describe the ways in which 
story-telling can be used to generate highly individualised contexts for interaction 
interfaces, which utilise multi-media forms and processes. They describe how story-
telling works at both the level of design creativity, and also as a way to share and 
collaborate decision-making and designing with ‘users’. They outline a method called 
‘rich use scenario’, which draws out stories from experience, with individual subjects. 
They comment on how this takes place:   

A rich use scenario is a vivid story depicting a credible person in a certain 
context. A rich use scenario should help listeners (in the case of narration) 
identify themselves with the character in the story. The story should also 
make it possible to become immersed in the life of the character and so to 
predict uses and associated contexts of use that would otherwise not be 
predicted by designers.(2008: p334)

What this suggests is an immersion in particular narrative situations, which frame 
contexts about human subjects, and their life experiences. As a design research method, 
this then generates ‘details about the system’. They comment on this as a way to create a 
dialogue of shared ideas between the designer, and the ‘user’. This is a conversational 
knowledge emergence context which enables understandings about, and for, individual 
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situations. As described below it results in a dialogic communication between multiple 
participants as designer and reader/user together construe a process of exchanges as 
shared and negotiated meanings.

The purpose of the rich use scenario is rather to generate creative input that 
focuses discussion on the details of the system. The level of detail included in 
the description of character and environment in the use scenario in this 
method can help to contextualize interface elements as well as inspiring 
creative design. The concept of rich use scenario provides a means for 
designers to encode their own ideas into the design while still achieving a 
level of group confirmation early in the design process. Rather than basing 
all design decisions on the preferences of a single designer, it is proposed 
that designs should be developed by triggering creativity from within a group 
to inspire imaginative design. (2008: p342)

Pirhonen & Murphy (2008) continue their comments by reflecting on the uses of this 
research approach for interaction design, as one which provides insights into highly 
individualised contexts. Their comments highlight the intrinsic value of design, as a 
practice which pinpoints connections and innovations, which are the result of working 
with individual perspectives:  

It might be argued that using one single story and concentrating on the life 
of one person (or possibly a couple of people if more than one main role is 
appropriate to the story) is a limitation on the validity and usefulness of the 
outcome – that is, of the application designed by the methodology. Is it 
possible to assume that the specific design that works in the unique setting 
described in the story, would work with different characters and contexts? 
The answer is that it is not possible to make such an assumption. However, it 
is also true that if we try to design for everyone, we finally do not design for 
anyone. (2008: p342)

What this comment suggests is that the application of the ‘rich user scenario’, as a 
method for design research, is significantly productive in informing, and gaining insights 
into experiential dimensions of human interactions, in particular situations. And further, 
that this takes place as a dialogue between the designer, and the ‘user’, as a sharing and 
negotiating, through the process of story-telling, and characterisations. In my research, I 
develop such narratives as ‘rich use case’ personal journal writing. My thesis describes 
this as a design research methodology for exploring design and social knowledge practice 
contexts, including ‘hand craft’ production and community-oriented ‘service craft’. 
Dubberly & Pangaro (2007) comment on the need for designers to engage with a much 
greater diversity of communally-oriented social knowledge practices and processes, as 
shifting paradigms within design now require more strategic ‘service-craft’ approaches, 
alongside what they term ‘hand-craft’ and form practices: 
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Over the last century, the arc of development of design practice has been 
from objects, to systems, to communities of systems. Design practice has 
moved from a focus on hand-craft and form, through an increased focus on 
meaning and structure, to an increasing focus on interaction and services - 
what the authors call "service-craft". (2007: p 1302)

Nelson & Stolterman (2000) provide a succinct description of ‘service design’ as a set of 
complex relationships. Their description highlights the relationships which underlie 
production of design outcomes, where ‘responsibility, accountability, and intention’ are 
embedded within that relationship. What this suggests is the social service dimensions 
within which the designer works, as frameworks for social and responsible authorship in 
service contracts:  

A service relationship is a distinct, complex, systemic relationship with a 
particular focus on the dimensions of responsibility, accountability, and 
intention that are embedded in the relationship. Designed artifacts, concrete 
or conceptual, only have value and meaning because of this intentional 
service relationship. It is through the presence of a service relationship that 
change and the consequences of change can come to have meaning and give 
meaning to individual and collective lives. To a designer, a service 
relationship is the basic ‘cause’ of design. To be in service creates the 
challenge of designing something desired but not yet fully formed in the 
imagination of the client or others being served.(2000: p2)

Graphic and visual design can be understood as contributing to a social textual design 
practices through employing and negotiating visual forms and social knowledge contexts. 
Its 'service-craft' aspects include working with the graphic hand-crafting of visual forms 
and language, as well as a wider service-craft framework about social knowledge for 
contributing to human culture and society in a meaningful way through designing. In 
managing the dual responsibilities of ‘hand-craft’, and ‘service-craft’, the visual designer 
adopts a particular mediatory role of shared exchanges with audiences and ‘others’ as an 
ongoing dialogic process for visual design as communication. Bush comments on this as 
a fundamental quality of communication: 

Yet, communication is dialogic. It depends on exchange. Thus, a more 
accurate understanding of visual communication invokes not only the voices 
of designers, but the voices of designers in concert with the voices of the 
audience. It is here, in the virtual space of the dialogue, that social 
“response-ability” takes on the full complexity of its meaning and that the 
challenge for graphic design unfolds.. Reading, then, embodies its own 
rhetorical constructions and these underline the need to study the total 
communicative act as one that empowers speakers on both sides of a 
message. (Bush, in Heller & Vienne (eds), 2003: p30) 
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My Research Intention - The Space of Not-Knowing

Bush’s comments about the social aspects of visual communication highlights the 
persuasive and present role of the speaking and listening designer (self) through dialogic 
exchanges with other perspectives in designing. I  list my key findings about the direction 
of my research and the objectives for my uses of a particular approach to journal writing. 
My summary of these objectives is based on seeks to develop a methodology for research 
which assists me in the design of narratives, as ‘rich use cases’ through my journal 
writing format. What I seek to explore is the space of not-knowing, hoping to find a 
means by which I may enter this space, and through interactions and critical reflections 
on what is taking place to productively engage with new ways of seeing as possibilities 
for my design practice. What I hope to pursue is the space of the designer working within 
the design system, actively reflecting on the nuances of internal interaction which take 
place between conversational participants, as the P-individuals (my self and self-as-other 
alongside external participants and collaborators) engaging in wide ranging conversations 
as part of the process of designing. I summarise my following research intentions:

• to use writing as both participant, and observer of my own designing for learning 
conversations. 

• to work with cyclical processes in a non-linear way to encourage learning and 
knowing as experiential and organisational knowledge and knowing. 

• encourage and document all and any aspects of problem, sub-problem, solution, 
and sub-solution spaces.  

• develop a range of thinking styles and strategies for writing about thinking/
feeling/ acting/ doing. 

• explore the recording of conversations through a wide range of information, 
thoughts, emotions, actions, ideas, states, and ways of thinking. 

In order to explore these aspects of my research, I research ways in which I might 
introduce journal writing for improving my own abilities for listening and speaking - as 
both observing, and participating in my design processes. Archer's (2003) theory of the 
socially constructed 'self as agency' describes the self as a causal agency, through a 
process of ongoing internal conversations, as two key voices of self (subject) and (object), 
which explore past, present, and future identifications as internal deliberations for 
arriving at value judgements spaces. Archer proposes a construct for her self as agency as 
a series of voices from the self which explore and take up a range of perspectives in an 
ongoing reflexive and conversational dialogue. 
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Initial experimentations with my journal format 

To develop my approach for a journal format, I research Archer’s theory, and as a result, 
introduce and adapt her theory means to develop my ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self 
voices in journal texts. I develop my understanding about the writing format through my 
uses of  Baker, Jensen and Kolb's (2002) five dialectic pairings as learning conversations, 
which each enable one to 'mull things over' around a particular dialectic - for example - 
‘doing/being’, and ‘apprehension/comprehension’. What these pairings provide is a space 
for dialectic deliberations around uses of five particular dynamics for learning oriented 
around towards the design situation. I also wanted to engage with Boisot’s theory about 
social learning and experiential knowledge as a further framework for engaging with and 
identifying strategic constraints and opportunities within a particular social understanding 
about knowledge In his theory, information becomes knowledge through social 
‘absorption’ and ‘diffusion’. I recognise the value of this theory for understanding and 
exploring how understandings about social knowledge shapes design practice. For design 
projects which engage with high levels of complexity in public and social worlds, I 
wanted to explore how I could apply Boisot’s theory about the social value of knowledge 
within my journal writing as a rigorous and productive research approach. As a result I 
experimented with the different ways in which I could structure my journal writings 
which I begin in my first project, for Naomi’s Wonderground. In Figure 24 I begin this 
with a conversation using my ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self voices about the design for a 
possible TV video pilot project. As my first attempt at the uses of two voices of self I am 
focused on getting a sense of how to write in this particular way, which feels strange 
initially.  

I then work with other variations of organising this construct through my journal writing, 
working with Boisot’s social knowledge domains as six stages of a social learning cycle 
for re-organising and re-writing. I conduct the conversations using Baker et al’s five 
dialectic learning conversations. These initial experiments were productive as I was able 
to develop a final format for my journal which took account of the stages and processes 
which these theories introduce, about learning using conversational processes to discuss 
levels of meaning and the interactions of thinking, acting, feeling and doing over time, as 
ideas emerged, then became stabilised and eventually drawn into play as part of the 
design process. My approach to the journal format as a tool for mapping my internal 
conversations provides me with a sense of how I can link together different terminology 
about the social, and how to explore a range of experiential understandings as a process 
of materialisation over time, as the project develops. I find I am able to articulate a 
diverse range of details and that the journal plays a significant role in ‘talking back’ about  
what is developing as narrative themes in the journal. Judith Butler (1993) describes an 
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understanding about the notion of ‘matter’ as such a process of materialisation, that 
stabilises over time, that is boundary-producing: 

What I would propose.. is a return to the notion of matter, not as a site or 
surface, but as a process of materialization that stabilises over time to 
produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter.. Crucially, 
then, (the construction of bodies) is neither a single act nor a causal process 
initiated by a subject and culminating in a set of fixed effects. (1993: p 9/10) 

Thus, matter (as design objects, systems and services) is an effect of the interactions 
between human selves, as a process of materialization within, and relative to, particular 
environments and situations, for exercising and sharing life choices. As part of this 
process, the human social self, as agency, is present, and active, in these exchanges. My 
research into my own practice has located some particular ways of explaining the situated 
self as agency within designing - as ‘voices’ of social self, overlapping, and identifiable, 
through reflexive researching into my own design practice. As I have described in my 
research, this mirrors the broader processes of human communication as constant 
negotiations interacting through ongoing sharing and decision-making contexts as 
judgements of situated value. 

In order to clarify the ways in which I am describing these voices of self as different 
modes of address and relationship which occur within the conversational dynamics 
involved, Table 5 shows how I am privileging the dialogue between ‘Subject’ self and 
‘Object’ self in the format of my journal. Table 5 provides a basis for the terminology and 
descriptions I am make in my journal method as different levels within this 
conversational matrix. Table 5 is an important research finding as it clarifies the usage of 
terms and concepts of my methodological framework. It is an interpretative framework 
for my journal writing as research into practice, and for my theory about the 
‘conversational self’ as a more generalised, and transferable methodology for design. The 
terminology about states of ‘self’ in Table 5 reflect the particular ways pronouns are used 
in the English language to define modes of address which apply to personal and collective 
forms of person/self. As such, they are linguistic terms which I am applying in my 
research to describe ways in which the situated self can be understood for working in 
design. I realise the significance of this as a form of relationship between linguistic forms 
and cultural values which are embedded in language terms. For example, in French 
language, the ‘tu’ and ‘vous’ forms of address and meaning are individual and collective 
forms of address, which are used for both personal/local contexts (‘tu’) and public/formal 
contexts (‘vous’). My research does not explore these cultural and linguistic differences 
as it is framed for usage through English language.     
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Level Descriptive terms 
for self

Use of terms Scope of terms

1 my-self self-as-
other

General terms used to 
describe situated self 
as forms of agency in 
design

Ontology of self as 
multiple kinds of 
agency

2 ‘Subject’ 
self

‘Object’ 
self

Internal dialogue 
abbreviation used in 
journal: ‘ss/ os’
These voices use the 
‘I’ and ‘You’ as 
operational modes to 
generate wider 
conversations

Operational mode for 
conducting internal 
conversations as 
person-self

3 ‘I / Self’ ‘You /
Actor’ 

Transitional 
state of ‘I’ and 
‘You’ 
conversations 
shifting 
between level 2 
and 4

Archer’s terms for 
states of self which I 
develop through 
application in my ‘unity 
of self’ construct

Domains of self as 
agency as participant 
perspectives about 
kinds of knowledge 
and knowing

4 ‘Me / 
Primary 
agency’

‘We /
Corporate 
agency’

            Table 5: My terminology for self as forms of agency in internal conversation

I next begin to outline the specific and practical ways I develop my research as a result of 
introducing and testing a personal constructive approach for journal writing. Figure 24 is 
a journal extract which shows my initial conversational exchange (‘ss /os’) for the 
Naomi’s Wonderground project. For this particular project, the intention was very 
speculative - to try to establish a partnership with a regional local art gallery, and thus to 
begin to work together to produce a community TV program about contemporary art 
practices. My role in this project was as overall project director and manager, working 
with various stakeholders including volunteers, the gallery, the TV production crew, and 
student interns doing media production tasks.

In Figure 24 I am just starting to get a sense of this way of writing with my two ‘host’ 
participants of ‘subject’ self and ‘object’ self. I initially find this a very uncomfortable 
way to write, which is outside of how I would normally approach a design project at the 
start. That is, whilst I would naturally think of many of the same ideas, constraints, and 
opportunities, I would not have a structure or a way to encourage or organise my thinking 
as a dialogue where thoughts interact with each other, leading to some sense of priorities 
or what is deemed significant or relevant, much as they do when one has a (verbal) social 
conversation. What I noted from my initial journal entry, was that I was able to describe a 
wide range of activities and possible consequences, almost like a process of risk 
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management, being pre-emptive, thinking ahead, asking myself questions about what was 
happening. Most of what I was describing was linked to the everyday experience of doing 
the project - it was not theoretical or abstract, but rather, about strategically planning to 
achieve the aims of the project through hard work and the grind of consistent attention to 
detail and overall good management. In the extract, I am beginning to gain a sense of how 
I can shift perspectives from ‘Subject’ self to ‘Object’ self, and think through the issues 
and tasks which are past, present and future oriented. I consider the ways in which I am 
engaged with the various social relationships which pertain to the project, and my various 
roles within that situation  - as myself a primary and active agency within the design 
process. 
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                Figure 24: My first journal conversation using ‘ss /os’ voices (Naomi’s Wonderground, Appendix Z)

Figure 25 shows how I now realign my conversational themes and topics from above into 
my adaptation of Boisot’s four knowledge domains. What this achieves is a further 
depth of insight about how different types of knowledge can be considered as forms of 

SS I feel as though I need to develop a link with the local art scene for making some good community TV 
content. Everything is so unstable around the TVS project, and it would be good to show how this could be 
done, by involving students and community groups. 
OS That would be a good project to do as it meets the interests of the university and the school as 
community arts engagement
SS N from L gallery wants to meet with me to discuss a possible project for a TV pilot - what am I getting 
into here, I don’t know anything about TV production?
OS It’s no problem to meet with her and discuss it
SS The meeting is arranged now
OS Lets see what can happen
SS I also am inviting student interns to work with me – maybe I will get some students with good production 
skills
OS That would be good – so they can assist with the production
SS A from TVS is keen to help as well – but I can’t rely on him too much as he has other commitments
OS Don’t worry, he knows what he is doing and he will tell you what he can and can’t do
SS Ok we had the meeting and N is very impressive. She is quite opinionated and has a strong idea of what 
the program should be like. I’m a bit unsure – may be she is a bit too dominating – there are so many 
variables going on. 
OS You might have to define the key factors and get an agreement with the gallery and the school to cover 
everything
SS Ok that’s a good idea. I will draft up an agreement
OS This is a way of doing business which has worked in the past on projects – at least everything is made 
clear, even if there are changes. 
SS I have selected the 4 intern students now to work on the program. They don’t really have the right mix of 
skills. They are confused and worried about what will happen.
OS You will have to work with them and look at developing tasks for them which can help. You will need to 
rely heavily on A for production. You had better discuss this with him. 
SS Things are really fragile – how can I do this without production crew expertise, no editor, N has good 
public speaking experience but no idea about TV, I am the executive producer and have little experience. The 
students are all very inexperienced as well. So many questions? 
SS N has sent project directions to all the students and A. A has come back to me asking what the hell is 
going on!
OS This needs to be clarified then. 
SS A is concerned about the lack of expertise, and that N is taking things too fast. We have the first shoot 
arranged, but no script or plan in place. 
OS Just work through the issues. Maybe you can use the small grant fund provided, and ask for a top up to 
employ an editor. 
SS The draft agreement has gone off to the gallery now, and N and I have had a good discussion based on it. 
I have also sent a proposal for some additional funds to the school, to top up the grant I have. I will ask one 
of the community people editors (D)  I know to consider taking this on. A says he has met with him and I 
have seen his CV which looks very comprehensive. 
OS Be a bit discerning – this isn’t a lot of money for what you are expecting. Appearances can be deceiving. 
SS I have met with D and he seems keen to take on the editing. He also wants to have access to the school’s 
facilities to do his own community project, plus have access to the UWS library! He is complaining already 
about having to go to the gallery and meet N. 
OS Be a bit careful with this. Has he shown you examples of his work? Can he use the software? 
SS I find out he isn’t that familiar with final cut pro -  he has misled me to a degree on this. He now says he 
will get his wife to help him and that she is an expert on final cut pro. 
OS What next! 
SS We had a meeting at the gallery with N, A and the 4 students. N was very verbal and made me feel a bit 
concerned. A is very helpful and knows a lot. The students are all a bit lost. 
OS You need to work with her, get to know her more so you can work together.

 

  96 

Ch 2



contextual reading for design practice contexts. In Figure 26, I summarise the previous 
journal text (Figure 24)  thus abstracting it to key points for each type of knowledge. By 
aligning these points against Figure 25, I now have two interpretations of the original 
journal. I continue to explore my journal entries as forms of written and visual text and 
notations through my uses of these frames as ways to explore the journal writing context. 
 

Figure 25: Realignment of my journal writing conversation into Boisot’s utilitarian knowledge fields 
                                                    (Naomi’s Wonderground, Appendix Z)

I write about these relationships in the following Figure 26 where I combine my uses of 
the six stages of learning cycle, with my ‘ss/ os’ exchange. This leads me to identify some 
key issues for each of Boisot’s six social learning cycle stages. I write these up as key 
points for each six stages. In this way, I am testing out the veracity of my own internal 
conversation against the usage of this social theory, as forms of knowledge and knowing 
working in design practice. The findings from this experiment show me lead to my 
documenting a detailed range of information and insights for my design project case 
studies. 
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Figure 26: Further reworking and development of my journal conversation using 
Boisot’s six learning cycle stages (Naomi’s Wonderground, Appendix Z)
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On the basis of the above re-workings of my initial conversation with self I find I am 
beginning to develop a conversational range. I see the links between what I say ( ss/ os) 
and how I can consider the workings of my comments across the six stage social learning 
cycle as events and actions which have past, present and future implications and options. 
My next experiment in Figure 27 is to again re-assemble my journal entry using Baker, 
Jensen & Kolb’s (2002) five dialectic learning pairings. What this provides is a new 
framework around two perspectives ( for example ‘apprehension /comprehension). as a 
dialectic way of exploring workings of into the dialogue. What is significant is the 
introduction of a set of different knowledge registers through which to express and 
describe micro and macro perspectives about past, present and future. I begin to 
understand how by constructing such layers I can further develop research methodology 
for journal writing about design.  

Figure 27 shows how I rework the original journal entry as a resource for exploring 
experiential knowledge and knowing within the journal entry. I begin to understand how I 
can use the journal writing methodology to deliberate about what is happening on an 
everyday level, and what I am thinking about in the broader context of the overall project, 
which aims to establish a production culture within the university for engagement through 
producing quality community television programs. As the dialogue progresses, I am able 
to introduce a range of issues and thoughts about what is happening, and what actions I 
have taken, and could take. In this way, I am able to span across the past, future (as the 
project aims), and present (as the pressing tasks to be carried out), as well as the future 
objectives and possibilities, which are contingent on the present actions, but work as a 
powerful underlying force for my reinforcing the project’s merit and value as an 
innovation in community engagement. I understand that the process of journal writing I 
am using is similar to social network sites. I note the ways these sites introduce and 
maintain particular constraints and formats for publishing of personal writing in public 
contexts.
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Figure 27 : Further re-working, and introduction of the five dialectic pairings 
(Naomi’s Wonderground, Appendix Z)

Apprehension - SS
Personally I have little experience of TV production, but in order to progress the TVs 
project overall it is critical that we start to develop a culture of community TV 
productions as community engagements. Given this situation, I have to work with 
available resources to make this happen, this is risky and uncertain. 
Adrian has said he will help, but I am unsure exactly what he can do to assist. 
I also have 4 student interns who will be assisting – what if they can’t deliver 
assistance. 
This is a big responsibility and a lot to manage. I am concerned about our overall lack 
of experience. 
I am concerned that we can develop a community programs model, and that the UWS 
community sees the tangible benefits of involvement with TVS – everything seems so 
fragile and unclear. The small thing leads to the bigger picture. 
Comprehension - OS
N is really keen to make a pilot program which highlights contemporary arts practice, 
and the L gallery will give her time to do the project. She is experienced in public 
speaking and has a strong organizational background. She is responsible and 
competent.
A is very experienced and whilst I don’t know him that well, he is very open to help in 
any way. 
The up side is that there is no actual expectations, as long as I manage the student 
expectations and intern tasks.
If it all falls over and is a disaster, the main thing is managing the student coursework 
requirements. 
The school has the equipment we need to get this done. 
The arts deserves its own community program – there is so much which could be done 
to highlight art practices 
I have a small grant to support this project. This is great but small support. 
Reflection- SS
We need an agreement with the L gallery to cover the copyright and ownership, as well 
as confirm roles and commitments
I need to meet with the students and set them roles and tasks
We all need to meet and discuss the concepts for the program
I need a bit of extra funding to employ an editor. I have met with one editor who has 
the experience we need. 
Action -OS
Memorandum drafted and discussed with N
Meetings held with the 4 students to discuss roles and tasks. Written agreements made 
about their roles
Meeting held at the Gallery with N, A, myself and the students
Written proposal to school to obtain a small amount of extra funding to employ the 
editor
Negotiations with the editor about the conditions reaches a final agreement
Inside out (How do I feel about this project now? How does it reflect on my 
personal values ?) - SS
I am feeling tired and a bit overwhelmed by everything to be honest. I worry that I 
don’t know enough about TV production to be of much help to N and A. I believe 
strongly in the possibilities of community TV to represent diverse views and contribute 
to society. This comes back to the reason why I am involved in the TVs project overall. 
I think it could be a major player in shaping social, cultural, political spaces for the 
Sydney audience. 
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 My journal format is also a public context as a space for design research, using the 
particular constraints and terms which I have introduced to frame my design thinking 
similar to the discourse of blogs, as similarly non-linear narratives. Blevins comments on 
the constructive qualities of blogs as media spaces for non-linear narratives which as a 
result of the fluid and personal nature of the blog form are constantly being re-negotiated 
and re-iterated by blog writing participants:

In short, the constructive quality of the blog (discourse) leaves the story 
open for future negotiation and re-iteration. Personal narratives remain 
open to new possibilities, reiterations, even moments of transformation that 
might lend texture or help to re-narrate previous history. As noted, good 
autobiographies often note moments of transformation; blogging offers a 
plurality of “moments” in non linear fashion, for re-negotiation. (Blevins:
2007,p 258)

In a similar way, the form of my personal journal seeks to open up a space through which, 
using non-linear narratives where I map out and evaluate design situations, thus gaining 
insights into my own designing which lead to effective, informed and considered 
decision-making actions. As a result of my initial experimentation and adaptation of 
theories and models about the agential self and learning conversations, I explore my 
format for personal journal writing. In the next chapter, I introduce Archer’s (2003) 
theory about the causal agency of the self through internal conversations and 
deliberations. I introduce the key premises and implications of her theory of the social 
self, which I have adapted into my journal format. I then introduce Boisot’s theory about 
using experiential knowledge for social knowledge contexts which I test out through my 
uses of his social learning cycle.  My journal takes on properties of what I call my 
‘autopoetic unity’ for generating and re-producing my experiential knowledge and 
knowing. This is a stable foundation for my research into my design practice. It provides 
a basis for the enabling and enacting ‘alopoetic unity’ in what I term my ‘unity of self 
construct’ which I introduce in more detail in the following chapter.  
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Chapter Three: Self as Agency, and the 
internal conversation

Reflective journal writing can be used as a productive 
construct for practice-based research. 

Documentation of one's design activity through use of internal 
conversations in a journal format provides insights into key 
moments of decision-making, as negotiated topics emerge 
through both listening and speaking. 

The uses of structured approaches to journal writing is similar 
to, and supports the value of, what takes place in the 
application of personal construct theory.

Margaret Archer's (2003) theory introduces the value of internal conversations for 
generating self-knowledge and knowing about oneself as her social object, reviewing 
itself. Her description of the self as agency resonates strongly with my interest in 
negotiating and tracing actual behaviours and patterns from experience, as knowledge-in-
action, which can be understood for design practice research. Her theory is grounded in a 
depth of testing and researching in social science contexts to explain and validate the 
notion of what she terms personal 'agency'. 

Archer's ‘self as agency’ theory can be understood as an empowerment process for self-
learning, where streams of internal dialogue range across past, present and future. These 
provide an opportunity to map one's engagement and interaction whilst living in the 
world. It reflects Maturana and Varela's autopoetic human system, as one self-regulates, 
and thereby integrates influences from the external environment, creating bounded norms 
as a result of sharing different perspectives with oneself in a structured reflective manner. 
It is, simply put, the ways in which one 'talks to oneself', which is adopted in her theory 
as a systematic process of inquiry into one's patterns of thinking and decision-making. 
Figure 5 (also on page 24) shows how I have adapted Archer’s 'Subject self' and 'Object 
self' (and emergent other voices) of self, as internal conversationalists, working with my 
interpretation of Baker et al's (2002) five dialectic pairings for knowledge creation. In my 
introductory chapter I have described how this as a foundation for the development of my 
journal methodology as a self-learning system. The journal format provides me with a 
means to explore any topic or theme which may arise around a particular project as a 
social knowledge context. 
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Figure 5: My journal writing methodology: adapted from Archer and Baker, Jensen & Kolb (2002)

As a systemic model, my diagram reflects an autopoetic human structure - as Maturana 
and Varela (1987) describe: 

That living beings have an organization, of course, is proper not only to 
them but also to everything we can analyze as a system. What is distinctive 
about them, however, is that their organization is such that their only product 
is themselves, with no separation between producer and product. The being 
and doing of an autopoetic unity are inseparable, and this is their specific 
mode of organization. (1987: p49)

That is, the organisational principles are what is important about my learning system. It is 
one where I can use any of the five pairings, through my ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self 
voices. In so doing, I shift positions between speaking, and listening, to myself, and to 
myself musing about others. As Archer suggests, in talking to oneself, we alternate 
between subject and object (Archer 2003: p 98) in a turn-taking manner. This occurs as a 
sequence of revision around the initial thought, a series of reflections which refine and 
revise the situation until a kind of agreement between subject and object voices is found. 
Archer refers to Peirce’s ‘musement’ (Archer 2003: p100) as daydreaming or fantasy, 
which can also be the subject of a dialogue between the 'subject' and 'object' voices, 
making comments on the topic at hand, a kind of internal bantering and niggling about 
the topic, and the ontological spaces of my own subjectivity. As Butler comments, the 
role of one’s internal self-perception plays a significant role in the process of ‘becoming’.  

How, then, is subjection to be thought and how can it become a site of 
alteration? A power exerted on a subject, subjection is nevertheless a power 
assumed by the subject, an assumption that constitutes the instrument of that 
subject's becoming. Butler (1997, p 11)
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As well as operating at a pragmatic everyday level, Archer describes these internal 
conversational processes as ones which engage with the wider self in terms of 
determining values and priorities, in what she terms a dialogical scheme of 
‘discernement, deliberation, and dedication’ (Archer 2000: 230-41). This explains that 
humans prioritise their ‘ultimate concerns’ around core values and emotions, as a sifting 
process of exchanged dialogues between the 'subject' self and 'object' self. Throughout 
this process, Archer claims, we come to self-knowledge, which is interior, and subjective, 
and which then have the potential to causally effect social transformations and actions 
which are grounded in this self-knowledge. That is, we constantly modify ourselves and 
have the potential then to modify the world around us as an extension of this activity, as 
the two activities are integrally entwined. 

Having internal conversations is a process which is described also in design practice - for 
assisting the building a deeper understanding one’s activities through what Schön calls 
the reflection 'types' of reflection in-action, on-action, and on-practice (Schön,1983; 
Schön & Bennet, 1996). In design theory,  as I have described in a previous chapter, the 
role of maintaining a diversity of thinking approaches is fundamental to the process of 
designing, across doing and evaluating, as well as subjective, and emotional qualities and 
thoughts. Archer comments on the scope of internal conversations a way to generate this 

kind of rich space, which she says is similar to what Peirce (1933) terms ‘musement’:

Questioning and answering form a central part of those internal 
deliberations that make up the inner conversation, but they are by no means 
the only one. Now that the idea of alternation has been clarified, it can also 
be introduced into what Peirce called ‘musement’. Our musings can range 
far and wide to include daydreams or fantasies. Some person, situation, or 
idea that has been encountered may prompt them, or they may be triggered 
by the task in hand. Musings are exploratory; they are ways of clarifying our 
aspirations and ambitions, our hopes and our fears, our orientations and 
intentions. Increased self-understanding is their product. These explorations 
are very much part of our private lives because they are unobservable, have 
no necessary behavioural outcomes and the understanding we achieve may 
be of precisely the kind that we do not wish to communicate to others. 
(Archer 2003: p101)

These musings represent what Archer terms 'moments of simultaneity' (2003:100) where 
what the subject utters is simply registered as an utterance, a cognitive connection which 
surfaces as a passing moment. This is something which, as unobservable, can be revealed 
through the internal dialogue of subject and object self voices. These 'moments of 
simultaneity' form part of what Archer describes as the dialogue between one’s self as 
both 'subject' and 'object'. Archer provides an example from her own internal 
conversations where the 'subject' voice checks the day’s date by referring to the 
newspaper, and the 'object' voice comments that this is not that day's newspaper. Archer 
thus qualifies the use of this method, as not infallible, but nevertheless, inherently 
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productive as a way of gaining self-knowledge through explorations of experiential 
knowledge and knowing: 

The conclusion of this snippet is as fallible as is all our knowledge, because 
the individual may simply have got hold of the wrong newspaper. 
Nevertheless, it is how we come by self-knowledge, which has never been 
held to be a matter of infallibility, omniscience, indubitability or 
incorrigibility in the course of this text. (2003: p100)

Archer further explains that the internal conversation can go beyond simple question and 
answer to be broader musings, and that these often invoke and shape the individual’s life 
projects. That is, deeper patterns which are influenced by not only cognitive 
understandings, but which sit at the heart of an individual’s way of living in the world. 
Archer formulates this as a dialogical scheme consisting of ‘discernment’, ‘deliberation’, 
and ‘dedication’. She goes on to describe the way in which her subject and object selves 
alternate in these three processes: 

Fundamentally, ‘discernment’ consists in the subject-self surveying those 
enterprises in the natural, practical and social orders to which it feels 
drawn, in terms of their worth and attractiveness. It then crystallises these 
projects (usually in the plural) into clear conceptions of them as ways of life. 
The object-self ‘holds up’ these scenarios, unfurled in detail and embellished 
with imagery, drawn from direct past experience or from the public domain, 
as an attempted concretisation of what these ways of life would be like and 
feel like. .. This constitutes a sifting process, in which the subject eventually 
sorts and logs those projects which she cares enough about to live with. 
(2003: p 102) 

Archer goes on to describe the next stage of ‘deliberation’ as one where: 

the object-self re-presents recordings of the selected scenarios, which are 
now provided with greater detail by the subject to stress their positive and 
negative implications for her other concerns, located in the other two 
domains. The subject-self engages in intense questioning about the terms 
and conditions of endorsing any of these scenarios, which it has already 
deemed as worthwhile, with the aim of determining whether or not she has 
the wherewithal to see through the one to which she is most drawn. Finally, 
in the course of ‘dedication’, the object-self records a mental balance sheet 
of what is involved in adopting a particular ‘ultimate concern’, in terms of 
what will have to be accommodated to it or subordinated because of it. .. Of 
course, such decisions are open to revision and internal dialogue is 
continuous, if only about how then to live out the commitment whole-
heartedly. (2003: p103)

Figure 28 from my Sci-High journal, shows the workings of discernment, deliberation, 
and dedication taking place in my journal writing, as I discuss the complexities of 
balancing resources, processes, and maintaining a focus around what is being achieved by 
the design team. Using my two voices of ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self as the 
participants in my journal dialogues, I am able to introduce a range of topics and issues, 
as questions and reflections about my role, and the ways in which the student 'stories' 
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can be introduced and integrated into the TV pilot script. This process assists me by 
providing insights into opportunities and possible ways of proceeding with the project 
work. As a result, I am able to pose questions, then suggest answers or possible ways of 
thinking about my way forward. This extract shows the format I am using for the journal, 
and how just by using this approach, I write out the details which are taking place using 
each of the five pairings as I go which may or may not be of major relevance. Their value 
is determined over time, as my conversations develop, as I find links and relationships 
forming across the narrative  of what I have written as norms and topics begin to form. I 
find that even small details which I note down can be some way informative, and 
contribute to the process of the journal ‘talking back’ about what is happening.  

  
Figure 28: ‘Sci High’ journal - past, present and future reflections
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In Figure 28 I discuss what happened at the workshop with the students, and the kinds of 
constraints which are operating in the restricted access we have to the students time. As 
researcher/designer I speak as ‘ss/ os’ voices, in a ‘doing/being’ dialectic pairing. I/We 
discuss the development of the script for the TV pilot, which results in a conversation 
where questions about the audience, and the direction of the script development are topics 
for discussion. As researcher /designer, I speak and listen to the ambient flow of the 
dialogue. ‘Subject’ self responds to ‘Object’ self questions and also questions the scope of 
my real-time role as project facilitator. The exchange gives a strong sense sense of the 
challenges of this design project and also the need to be aware of these in my own 
actions. I note that the extract shows how I continually circle across past, present, and 
possible future, on the basis of understanding how these are linked as a chain of overall 
cause-and-effect.  

Archer’s  present ‘I’, future ‘You’ and ‘We’, and past ‘I’

As well as looking at the self as both 'subject' and 'object', Archer refers to the presence of 
the ‘Me’ as being located in the ‘past’ of the self, and the ‘You’ and ‘We’ as being located 
in the ‘future’ of the self, with the ‘I’ as the conversational ‘present’. Her understanding 
of the overall workings of these states of self as distinctive and overlapping 'Me', 'You', 
'We' and 'I' are the workings of the time which passes, as the present becomes the past, 
and as the future becomes the present. She comments on this phenomenon as essentially 
'analytical', yet one which is indispensable to the reflective examination of conversations 
with oneself:  

The ‘Me’, the ‘I’ and the ‘You’ are analytical distinctions; project the ‘I’ 
forwards and backwards over time and it is continuous. However, to examine 
the interplay between them, in the course of any given internal conversation, 
use of made of the fact that the ‘Me’ must pre-date the ‘I’ and conditions of 
its doings, whereas the ‘You’ necessarily post-dates the ‘I’ and is shaped by 
its doings. Without this, it is impossible to understand the bearing of the past 
upon any current internal dialogue of the effects of that inner exchange upon 
the future. That is why an ‘analytical solution’ is indispensable. (2003: p 
113)

Archer’s positioning of the past ‘Me’, and the future ‘You’ around the present ‘I’, mean 
that the ‘I’ is constantly evaluating and monitoring actions with a view to actively shaping 
one’s life around the things that are deemed of importance. Shared negotiations become 
the future 'We' social context, as agreed meanings and understandings develop, which can 
then be extended into wider public contexts. The ‘Me’ is continually looking back, at the 
past narrative and qualitative frameworks which have been brought forward into the 
present, and which may resonate with the future as considered judgements by ‘You’. 
Archer comments on these processes of mediation, which she suggests occurs between 
the voices of the social self as agency:
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During every segment of the present, the ‘I’ has reflexively to re-monitor its 
ultimate concerns and to re-evaluate the opportunity costs that it is willing to 
pay for their furtherance. This is where the internal conversation is crucial. 
It is the process through which the ‘I’ re-dedicates itself to continuing with a 
project or rescinds a commitment and re-directs the ‘You’ along different 
lines. The analytical solution enables this process to be unpacked and the 
interplay between its component elements to be examined. Without attending 
to this mediatory mechanism, which is the internal dialogue, it is impossible 
to grasp how the individual can be an active subject shaping his or her own 
life. For, literally, we talk our future selves into being – namely into being 
‘so’ rather than ’otherwise’. (2003:p116) 

Archer thus proposes society as part of our person constitution, and as part of our internal 
conversations. On the basis of her arguments, she presents a model for the subject 
reviewing itself as a social object, as an iterative process around four quadrants. These are 
the self as 'You/Actor’; ‘I /Self’; ‘Me /Primary agency’/ and ‘We /Corporate agency', 
across the axes of individual/collective; and public/personal. Figure 1 (also on page 19) 
illustrates her model for the ‘social self reviewing itself’.   

Figure 1: Archer (2003: p 124): How the subject reviews itself as social object 

Archer’s diagram illustrates social domains, where the self as her ‘agency’, manifests in 
different contexts, as different ‘voices’ of self, within public and personal social contexts. 
Archer describes this person (as agency) engaged in internal conversations with 
themselves as an iterative process, starting with the ‘I’, in the zone of concrete 
experience. The space of ‘Me’, is where object properties and life-chances within a 
collective (often family and community) context are understood, as  skills, concepts and 
stories, as tacit and explicit knowledge and knowing, start to take shape.  The ‘We’ 
quadrant is where the subject engages with interpersonal interactions as social and 
business knowledge emerges through semantic encoding and genres. The ‘Actor’ 
quadrant, takes on roles that most express the subjects interests and concerns, engaging 
with the world at large, in the public sphere. Archer comments on her diagram and its 
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intention to emphasise the workings of the self in reviewing and deliberating with self, 
and other self:

 figure ..  is intended to accentuate .. the generic transformations which our 
powers as persons can induce as we ‘revisit’, as it were, each quadrant in 
turn and engage in inner conversation about it. In this sense, the mature 
emergent person (at T4 which is also the start of the new T1), inspects the 
‘I’, the ‘Me’, the ‘We’ and the ‘You’, which have been part of her personal 
morphogenesis. She then applies her personal powers to pursue replication 
or transformation, by endorsing old projects or devising new, revised 
projects after reflexive deliberation. (2003: p124)

Archer makes a convincing argument for the causal powers of self reflexivity, which she 
proposes as the ‘missing link’ in understandings of mediation, a position which she argues 
with reference to social theory. Archer proposes the replacement of a concept of 
introspection (perceptual observation), with the ‘inner conversation’. Her reframing of the 
causal nature of self-reflexivity is a keystone of her research about the conversational self 
as agency:

The account of how structures influence agents, which will be developed 
throughout this book, is entirely dependent upon the proposition that our 
human powers of reflexivity have causal efficacy – towards ourselves, our 
society and relations between them. However, reflexivity, which is held to be 
one of the most important of personal emergent properties, is often denied to 
exert causal powers – in which case it becomes less interesting or of no 
importance at all in accounting for any outcome. To revindicate the 
influential nature of reflexivity is thus essential to the present enterprise.
(Archer 2003: 9) 

This is a statement about the workings of persuasion as a set of relationships with our 
social selves, our society, and relations between them. Archer argues that reflexivity has 
causal powers, and thus an influential role, which is about engaging as social agency, 
within society, by being conscious and reflexive about the various kinds of roles and 
stances that self may take up about the situation. This is important for design as it 
underscores the ways in which, through the contingencies of practice (in dealing with 
complexity), design is about exploring options and possibilities; then about selective and 
effective choices, in making decisions which are in the best interests of stakeholders. This 
occurs as we (designers) deliberate and negotiate about, and through, assuming different 
rhetorical stances, as our (self) as agency: 

In a nutshell, the person can deliberate upon her objective status as a social 
agent. In other words, when we talk to ourselves, one of the things that we 
talk about is our agential placement. An important topic of our internal 
conversations is an attempt to understand where we do stand socially, to 
diagnose those objective properties that characterise us willy nilly, and to 
grasp their implications. In short, there are many discoveries to be made 
about our objective statuses as agents in society. Thus, contrary to the 
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introspectionists, the crucial discoveries we can make are not about our 
inner being, in a journey to disclose a hidden 'self of selves'. On the 
contrary, the real discoveries are to be made outside in society, in exactly the 
same way that our external natural environment is a place of limitless 
exploration and discovery for any one of us.(2003: p 123) 

Figures 29, 30, 31 from my Signs and Cultures photo project are three consecutive 
journal pages which show shifts and flows in my conversational dialogues across the 
different voices of my-self and self-as-other. In these extracts, they discuss the process of 
inquiry, in supportive, critical, questioning, and creative ways around themes which I am 
researching about individuals, signage and connections. In my journal format, I have 
established the primary dialogue taking place between my ‘Object’ self and ‘Subject’ self 
voices as a feature of my journal construct. In this way, the journal text introduces this 
relationship, and privileges this ‘ss/ os’ mode of conversation as a deliberate dialogic 
interplay facilitate the development of further dialogues with the self-as-other. In the 
journal extracts below ‘Object’ self proposes a set of photographic research directions as 
themes from the everyday and the notion of sign ‘fields’ as features which are based 
around previous visual experiments. ‘Subject’ self muses about the influence of ‘Me’ self 
as a link to emotions and feelings around the ‘why’ of my intrinsic motivations for the 
project. ‘Subject’ self then comments on its own self: 

 “ (that it) ‘gets caught up in the actions and the positive and negative emotions, thoughts, 
aspirations etc. Having ‘object’ to discuss these with is working well’. (from Figure 29)

As these exchanges show ‘Subject/I’ self uses the relationship with ‘Object/You’ self as a 
way to converse about the overall unity of ‘self’ voices, as the hosts of the conversational 
unity who work to enact and enable the overall conversational self entity. ‘Object/You’ 
self is thus shown to carry the tonality of the ‘You/Actor’ voice, as an additional level for 
dialogue within this overall construct of self. This is a significant finding from my 
research, which results from the overall interpretative framework I am developing in this 
overall research project. In this way, ‘Object/You/Actor’ comments on the role of the 
‘We/Corporate Agency’ self within the unity, as a product of the dialogues between ‘os/ 
ss’.

 “ It’s like os + ss talk, then themes, sharings, emerge, these are what ‘we’ think, but its all 
subject to other things, all contextual” (from Figure 30). 

Having this discussion about the workings of the unity of voices provides a clarity for the 
narrative between ‘ss/ os’. ‘Subject’ self says that things are becoming clearer to the ‘Me’ 
voice - the ‘sign’ as a forensic clue, a ‘culture trail’. ‘Object’ self agrees - but suggests 
that whatever the thinking, this has to be important to ‘You’ self. From this I understand 
that my conversational self understands the role of the ‘You’ voice -as Archer’s mature 
and resolved voice which has gone through ongoing processes of deliberation and 
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discernement. The conversation continues with ‘Subject’ self seeming disheartened, and 
not engaged with the photographs taken so far. As result of the positive feedback from 
‘Object’ self, which includes ‘We’ perspectives, ‘Subject’ self is then asked to go and find 
some themes and points of interest by doing a review of all the photographs taken so far. 
What this conversation overall (the three pages of extract) reveals is the sympathetic 
tension between the ‘Subject/I’ and ‘Me/Primary agency’ voices of self, and the ‘Object/
You/Actor’ and ‘We’ voices of self, as they converse together and also with the other 
participants in the unity of self. As voices of self within the unity they adopt ambient and 
empathic friendship groupings as individuals, pairings and team collaborators. The 
conversation flows across time, both chronologically and in a reading sense, as 
compressed recordings of sensations and experiences. 
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Figure 29: Journal extract: Signs and Cultures
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                Figure 30: Journal extract: Signs and Cultures
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              Figure 31: Journal extract: Signs and Cultures

The conversations in these journal extracts highlight the ways the conversational self  
‘talks back’. At the time, I was engrossed in the process, and using the journals as a 
systematic way to develop my understanding both intellectually, as a research 
methodology, and also as a real-world process of inquiry and of real-time design activity. 
The journal became a space for my conversations, where I was able to intensively note 
the detail and dynamics of highly individualised situations and moments of knowledge-
in-action. Much of this takes the form of conversations about events and interventions as 
observational detail which is immediate and in-the-moment. As part of this process, I 
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note how topics which arise may often be adapted for later conversations, almost as if 
they are still active in the background of a conversational flow. As an example of this at 
work, in Figure 32 ‘Subject’ self writes about sitting in a cafe observing the suburb where 
I am photographing the local supermarket for Laudy’s story. This exchange comes after 
the previous journal conversation about the project as a form of ‘visual journalism’, 
which aims to present, and re-present the particular angle of a story, whilst showing 
different and multiple insights in a visual way, in much the same way as a written news 
story works with the nuances of language and form. In this exchange, ‘Subject’ self 
reflects on the changes going on in the suburb, and comments on a street person who is 
usually around but not there that day. 

Figure 32: Journal extract: Signs and Cultures

 

  115 

Ch 3



As a suburb where I had recently lived, I was very familiar with this busy shopping street 
and had seen the street man most days along the few blocks, always sitting in doorways. 
This was a very busy and frantic city street, with major traffic and people action, a main 
artery of the city’s south-west traffic. I always wondered about the street man, although I 
never had the chance to speak with him. My recognition of him on the street though, was 
a way in which I understood the experience - crazy traffic, noise, alongside the street 
keepers and local elderly people who still lived there amongst it all. These reflections 
about the unique and specific experiences of a local place flip into the next story, as a 
powerful theme for conversation in my ‘Jimmy’s Garden’ story, as a ‘ranking/linking’  
pairing. The conversation focuses on the unique qualities of the ‘local’ sign in the 
‘Jimmy’s Garden’ narrative. As a combined self voice, ‘ss/ os’ describe the themes for the 
‘Jimmy’s Garden’ photo-essay, as three kinds of ‘sign , which are ‘the icon’, ‘the 
nostalgia of the place’, and the functional and practical ‘list’ of what produce is available 
at that time. ‘Object’ self responds to this statement of interest by commenting that ‘We’ 
are the authors here, keen to see some exploration of the themes  ‘by using different 
shooting styles’. As ‘We’ voices of self, the narrative asks for a focus on the the sense of 
place, as local and unique, and the two men, Jimmy and his helper, Tony. 

In Figure 34 the ‘ss/ os’ hosts discuss the situation about the ways these three themes for 
signage are being considered in the narrative. The exchange, as a ‘ranking/linking’ one, is 
focused on how the project relates to the external world in some way, as a contextual kind 
of social relationship which ‘ss/ os’ understands and entertains in the exchange. Together 
they speak as the odd couple, who comment: 

‘We need to confer and agree about the themes coming through now.’ 

It is as if there is a recognised channel of insight coming from the journal writings, which 
is perceived as instrumental and prescient in the overall scheme of the project in real 
time. What is reiterated is the three themes for ‘Jimmy’s Garden’, but with the new 
insight about the ways in which to focus on a unique local sensibility into the 
photographs and layout concepts.  
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Figure 33: Journal extract: Signs and Cultures

What I note taking place as I refer back to the journals in working on the project is that 
conversations jump from one of the stories to the next, and weave back and fro as I 
explore different aspects and perspectives. I observe the workings of the different self 
voices as separate, pairs, groups, and then critiquing themselves. I continue to use the ‘ss/ 
os’  as the main discursive voices providing is a central host core which I return to for 
each conversation which I orient around a chosen dialectic pairing. When I consider the 
functioning of my conversational self as a unity, a whole, I note the ways that my uses of 
the pairing of ‘being / doing’ often emphasises and reflects upon references to past, 
present and future practices and habits. 
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Figure 34: Journal extract: Signs and Cultures

In Figure 34 the conversation between ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self reflect on what 
happened in the photo shoot at Laudy’s cafe. What happened at the time of shooting the 
photographs of laudy was that her son came out, and I also shot his portrait behind the 
shop counter. I examine the photos, and find I have moved the camera, and shot a blurry 
image of Laudy’s son. Through the journal, I realise a pattern from my tacit practice 
conventions, which is my sense of unease when my subjects have not formally agreed to 
the photo opportunity. What emerges next in this journal conversation are reflections 
about patterns and habits of my own tacit skills and expertise in photographic practice, 
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being challenged as a result of the process of journal writing. What is interesting about 
this extract is the way it highlights the conversational self talking-back and identifying 
problems associated with existing patterns of thinking and doing. I begin to see how as a 
result of my conversations with self, which jump across voices of self, and shift as 
multiple layers within a woven text, gaps emerge in my understanding, by questioning 
patterns of behaviour in designing leading to questions, and thus, new ways of seeing and 
thinking, as possible innovations for follow up. This is similar to what Butler describes as 
the active process of one’s own ‘subjection’ as a state, or states conditioned by an internal 
adoption of a particular mindset or mentality, as patterns and rituals of a performative 
nature. Gibson (2001) quotes Butler in describing the performative constitution of human 
notion of ‘being’:  

For Butler, insights into the productive tension between being and becoming 
have arisen from a consideration of subjection as an active process that is 
repeatedly constituted and never completely successful. In her engagement 
with Louis Althusser she shows how the exercise of power is temporalized, 
made up of a continuous repetition and reiteration of ritualized practices 
that nevertheless include productive intervals or absences of potential 
discontinuity (1997, chapter 4). It is during these moments in the constitution 
of being that, she claims, opportunities for new becomings emerge. (Gibson, 
2001: p 642)

A productive politics of becoming

Gibson quotes Connolly to further comment on the political dimensions of thus being 
able to identify a range of subjective viewpoints emerging from the intersection of the 
symbolic, with the tangible, experiential, practical everyday, which is embodied, and as 
he terms it, subject to ‘visceral’ energies as ‘an active politics of becoming’.  

For William Connolly, there is something productive about “the profound 
ambiguity within Being [because it allows him to set] up a tension between 
being and becoming in the political domain'' (1999, page 196). He is 
reluctant to see the subject as residing simply in the symbolic domain (page 
192) and develops the notion of different ‘registers of being'’ to think through 
“points of intersection between the symbolic and tactics or disciplines not 
entirely reducible to the symbolic” (page 193).

He proposes a role for the `visceral domain' -a pre-representational site 
where ``thought imbued intensities below the reach of feeling'' (page 148) 
give rise to affective responses, gut reactions, and embodied actions that 
cannot help but influence other registers of being. For Connolly it seems that 
the visceral register might contribute ``fugitive currents of energy [that] 
possibly exceed the fund of identities and differences through which [the 
individual subject] is organized'' (page 143). It is, then, these fugitive 
energies that he sees as providing the grounds upon which a productive 
politics of becoming might be practised. ..Connolly's intervention is 
interesting to me for its political content. He emphasizes the role of an active 
politics of becoming that works on these fugitive energies to release subjects 
from “present judgements that sanctify the universality or naturalness of 
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what [they] already are” thus allowing them to participate in new and 
surprising movements (page 146). He argues that macropolitical proposals 
will not get far until “micropolitical receptivity to [them] has been nurtured 
across several registers and constituencies'' (page 149). (Gibson, 2001: p 
642)

Gibson’s comments highlight the fundamental premise for my research about the 
workings of my conversational self in my journal writing. Understanding the primacy of 
one’s own being and becoming, as processes of learning through internal conversations, I 
believe, opens up ways to engage with an ecology of self in relation to others, and the 
external world.  Another way to understand this is by thinking about what may be termed 
a practice of applying different kinds of ‘value’, as situated judgements based in one’s 
experiential knowledge and knowing, towards a context-specific design situation. 
Through the journal narrative, I am able to note where and how gaps or questions about 
something unknown which seems to take place at points when the conversation flow 
changes direction, as a result of the shared and discussed perspectives from the 
conversational self. Figure 35 is an ‘apprehension/comprehension’ learning mode, and in 
this conversation between ‘ss /os’, ‘Subject’ self comments on the emergence of gaps or 
unknown spaces in the journal narrative: 

“I am not sure about that space in between - known/unknown’. This is the space which I 
think gets created when a ‘tension’ space is made around an issue. Dialogic space. 
Analogic. one thing to another.”

In Figure 35 the journal discussion relates to understanding the tension between the visual 
layout sketches  as non-verbal concepts with their own affective and textural affordances 
for practice, in contrast to seeing the project in intellectual terms as a more abstract one. 
The tension is generated by ‘ss/ os’ being both fully engaged in the process of non-verbal 
sketching as an affective one, alongside the discussion and analysis which is more critical 
and rational. The fact of having a space in the journal to carry out this kind of 
conversation is insightful and productive as it opens up new ways of thinking and allows 
me as the writer, to accept that things may not be resolved, not clear, but that I can 
develop them over time. 
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        Figure 35: Journal extract: Currarong Drawings 

In identifying such gaps in my own narratives through the workings of my conversational 
self in this journal research, I note how these challenge my existing and established 
approaches to my own practice. I understand this taking place at the level of how I 
approach my designing, as well as why I make particular decisions about the design of 
visual artifacts as forms of textual practice. I note the workings of different value 
judgements which come into play in my writings about a wide range of details for each 
project in the journal. Often, a seemingly insignificant issue can, when subjected to my 
conversation self through dialogues in the journal, reveal the workings of both existing 
patterns of practice as both techniques, and also as implicit value judgements which are 
embedded within my designing. In Figure 34 which I have discussed above, the 

 

  121 

Ch 3



instance of realisation about why I make shift the camera is a revelation, a creative leap, 
an explanation which I can fully grasp both perceptually and cognitively about how I 
erase myself from the scene. ‘Object’ self expresses the insight as : 
“ feeling inadequate and not comfortable. This is something I really need to think about. 
Look someone in the eye and take their photo. They have given permission, so its ok.”

Frow (2007), discusses what he terms a humanist approach, as a ‘regime’ or ‘order’ of 
‘value’, which he describes as a variety of judgements which one brings to daily life, and 
one’s creative (textual) practice. 

I stress the connection between textuality and value in order to argue against 
the anti-interpretive tendencies that run from the classical positivisms 
through to much of contemporary cultural studies and, increasingly, literary 
studies. Judgements of value can of course be situated within the circuits of 
textual production, transmission, regulation and reception and thus taken as 
a more or less detached object of analysis; but that act of framing and 
distancing itself involves situated judgements of value. Judgement is the 
inescapable horizon both of work in the humanities and social sciences, and 
of everyday life; it is built deep into the processes and institutions of textual 
culture. (2007: p 1)

In his essay about ‘the practice of value’, Frow works through this perspective by noting 
down a diverse range of situations, and contexts which he encounters in his normal 
‘working day’. He evaluates each of these personal and professional contexts, and notes 
the particular kinds of institutional, practical, personal, and professional expertise and 
implicit ‘values’, which he brings to each individual context - as an interpretative 
framings; as a practicing of value - as a series of considered judgements which are 
context-specific, bearing in mind the regimes of value within the social order for each 
particular context. He comments: 

Yet all judgements are also relatively determinate, insofar as they are 
governed by the requirements of a context. The particular determinacy and 
indeterminacy of a judgement is a function of the regime of value that 
constitutes its conditions of possibility. By regime of value I mean the set of 
institutional and semiotic conditions that permit the construction and 
regulation of value-equivalence and evaluative regularities for particular 
ends and within a framework of shared understandings. The regime is an 
interpretive frame, but it is never simply prior to particular interpretations, 
inexorably governing them; it is inferred, guessed at, constituted by a 
reading. As I use the term, there is a plurality of such regimes operating 
within any complex social order.(2007: p 8)  

What Frow’s comments above highlight is the particular ways in which one makes 
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considered value judgements, which are highly context-specific and relative to one’s 
‘reading’ of a particular context. Reading takes place through reflexive, reflective 
considerations about the ways that particular context is understood. One’s, and others, 
judgements are contingent, and relative to the ‘regimes of value’ which constitute the 
‘conditions of possibility’ which may lie within the social structures of a particular 
context. For designers, this is a critical understanding about ways for making considered, 
context-specific value judgements, about, and for design projects. These judgements are 
influenced and shaped by the designer’s understanding of the particular ‘regimes of 
value’, which exist, as processes, structures and institutions of our ‘complex social order’.

Linking agential self with social knowledge contexts 

Figure 1 (pages 14 and 92) shows Archer’s diagram as the subject reviewing itself as 
social object, where she shows the beginnings of the internal conversation with the ‘I’ 
self, which, moving through ‘Me’, and the ‘We’, reaches what she terms ‘maturity’ at the 
‘You’ Actor stage. The journey she describes is one where the person self continually shift 
positions between ‘Object’ self and ‘Subject’ self . As a result of adapting her model for 
my own journal format, I was able to test instances of movement from one state of self 
identity to the next, as she suggests in her model. What I found from my own writings 
and conversational exchanges was that the evolution of the self through these stages was 
not necessarily always a direct one - that the voices of self would, as discussed above, 
pair up, critique each other, and generally discuss and reflect on each other’s 
contributions to the overall narrative dialogues. Through my journals, I found that my 
voices of self have unique identities and particular attributes and personalities. 

Figure 4: My adaptation of Archer’s model of self as social object 
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Figure 4 (also on page 23) shows how as a result of evaluating my uses of Archer’s model 
in my journals, I have adapted her model by replacing her clockwise directional arrow 
with arrows going in both directions. She discusses how the self as agency mainly 
progresses sequentially through observations of social ‘self’ - from ‘I’, to ‘Me’, then 
‘We’, and finally mature ‘You’. 

In my research through journals, whilst I observe this taking place, I also note how the 
conversational voices work in with ‘Me’ and ‘We’, as new groupings develop within the 
journal text. In my research, the key feature in guiding this process is the host function of 
my ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self, who frame and facilitate the overall emergence and 
discussion of topics and themes. Through their guidance and hosting of the conversational 
flows, I note how each of the four identities actually works progressively as Archer 
suggests, and also in its own way, thus forming a conversational social context which has 
structures, and pathways for conversations about a design process. I note how this 
produces my four  key voices, as a ‘unity of self’ construct.  

My ‘unity of self’ construct 

The workings of my journal produce what I term my ‘unity of self’ construct as a series 
of linked voices of my-self, and self-as-other. These can be accessed and explored at any 
point, and in relation to each other. As Archer’s theory suggests, the key driver of the 
conversations is the dialogic interplay between ‘I’ /self and ‘You’ /actor, as instances of 
the start, and mature completion of a particular topic of conversation. Figure 8 (also on 
page 30) illustrates the workings of this construct as a series of linked states of self. 
Through journal writing where this approach is developed, my research opens up avenues 
for further exploration of knowledge from the external, social world, whilst at the same 
time, keeping detailed account of the nuances and connections of social networks in 
design practice.
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   Figure 8: My unity of self construct

As a result of this stage of my research, I make the following findings: 

Conversations with self as social ‘object’, and self as 'other' 
forms of agency can form the basis for a learning system about 
one’s own ‘becoming’ as a process of materialisation over time.

An understanding of self as agency provides different reflexive 
identities of self for internal conversations (‘I’,‘You’, 
‘Me’,‘We’). These can be shown to work as a unity of self 
voices, for revealing patterns and discontinuities in one’s 
understanding of a situation through journal writing.
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Chapter Four - Social learning cycles and 
experiential knowledge 

Knowledge transformations take place through the domains of 
the social. These reflect the role of experiential knowledge and 
knowing from personal to public encodings, which can flow in 
any direction across the cycle. 

Experiential knowledge and knowing can be understood as a 
holistic field of inter-related networks for tacit and explicit 
flows and exchanges.

In this chapter, I begin by outlining theories which explain how personal experience is 
inscribed within social knowledge. My intention is to establish a framework for then 
introducing Boisot’s theory about the workings of inter-connected flows across public and 
personal social knowledge domains. I then discuss these domains as having particular 
features and attributes which I suggest, can be useful and practical approaches for design 
thinking. I initially introduce Hicks, Dattero and Gallup's (2007) metaphoric approach to 
a model for knowledge as a cyclic field of influences and interactions. Their model 
describes the inter-relationships across tacit and explicit forms of knowledge and 
knowing, as ‘Explicit Islands in a Tacit Sea’(EITS). This organic 'sea' metaphor is 
particularly appealing as a metaphor drawn from natural systems understandings - a 
holistic flow and rhythm of interactions, exchanges and influences. This recalls human 
self-regulatory systems understandings from Maturana and Varela's ‘autopoesis’, which is 
biologically grounded in natural, ecological systems theory. Consideration of knowledge 
management systems as cycles for social learning introduces a framework for 
conceptualising implicit and explicit knowledge and knowing. Hicks, Dattero & Gallup 
(2007) propose that interactions between tacit and explicit forms of knowledge, and 
knowing, can be characterised effectively by a metaphor which conveys knowledge 
generation and transfer. 

Based on their analysis of models for hierarchies within knowledge management (Nissen, 
2002; Davenport & Prusack, 1997), Hicks et al’s model incorporates experiential 
knowledge and forms of knowing as different kinds of states and capabilities (Alavi & 
Leidner, 2001). Their model is also informed by Nonaka (1991,1994) who also describes 
the importance of experience within theories about knowledge. Hicks et al’s metaphor 
explains the holistic relationship between 'data', 'information', and context-based 
'knowledge'. These are described as both explicit and tacit knowledge and knowing 
interact together through what is termed 'a flexible and porous shore'. They show this as a 
paradigm for experiential knowledge management (KM), in the following diagram, 
Figure 36:  
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       Figure 36: Hicks, Dattero & Gallup (2007: p 9) EITS paradigm

Hicks et al’s theory supports Boisot's model of knowledge, which I ext describe below in 
more detail, as fluid and dynamic inter-relationships between personal (micro) and public 
(macro) domains across, tacit and explicit islands in a ‘sea’ of experiential knowing. 
Figure 36 shows their knowledge field as holistic interactions between ‘behavioural’ 
aspects and ‘organisational’ aspects. They describe data, information, and explicit 
knowledge as three connected islands working together, connected by what they term 
‘bridges’. Explicit knowledge is described as the most ‘actionable’, as the most highly 
encoded form of data and information. This knowledge is available and accessible as best 
practice expertise. The sea of tacit knowledge surrounds the islands, and is needed to: 

create, execute, and maintain data, information, and explicit knowledge…
The interaction between tacit and explicit is represented by the shore, which 
separates the sea from the islands and the beach… data, information, and 
explicit knowledge interact with tacit knowledge through a flexible and 
porous shore. (2007: p10) 

Hicks et al’s holistic metaphor for understanding knowledge transfers and generation 
highlights the integrative and complementary relationships which take place between tacit 
and explicit knowledge domains. Polyani (1958) also describes a range of knowledge 
categories and comments that ‘we can know more than we can tell’, arguing that personal 
involvement, as kinds of ‘knowing’ and explicit knowledge go hand in hand, that they 
cannot be separated. In his ‘Knowledge and Being’ (1969), Polyani specifically outlines 
what he sees as the absolute and fundamental importance of tacit knowledge:

The ideal of a strictly explicit knowledge is indeed self-contradictory. 
Deprived of their tacit co-efficients, all spoken words, all formulae, all maps 
and graphs are strictly meaningless. (1969 :p195)

Tacit knowledge is described by Polyani, as knowing which has been accumulated 
through doing, that may have never been recorded or documented, but is nevertheless 
instrumental and significant in all forms of activity. Explicit knowledge is that which, on 
the other hand, can be shared, and has been recorded or documented in some way. In 
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this process, what is understood to take place is that knowledge/knowing which is explicit  
becomes coded, and integrated in to public understandings of how things work and 
function as part of organizations and social systems. The ways in which tacit knowledge/
knowing is implicated is emphasised by Polyani, as he points out that they are integrally 
entwined: 

these two are not sharply divided. Whilst tacit knowledge can be possessed 
by itself, explicit knowledge must rely on being tacitly understood and 
applied. Hence all knowledge is either tacit or rooted in tacit knowledge. 
(1969:p144)

Polyani's comments above stress the absolute and integral nature of tacit knowledge and 
knowing, and the importance of understanding the 'tacit co-efficients' of 'spoken words', 
'maps and graphs' and the like. These are the contextual framings as shared 
understandings of socially encoded meanings, which he describes as both spoken, and 
graphical forms of communication. This is important for my research, as it supports my 
intention to build a theoretical framework for contextual understandings of encoding 
processes and flows, which takes place within design practice contexts. In order to build 
towards this objective, I next discuss Boisot’s theory about the organisational flows of 
knowledge across a social learning cycle. 

Moving Forwards and Backwards across Boisot's social learning cycle 

Boisot (1995) refers to Kolb’s learning cycle as the basis for his theory about social 
learning cycles and codification. Kolb's theory shows the development of learning from 
concrete experience, to reflective observation, followed by abstract conceptualisations, 
and then active testing of emerging concepts. This is shown in Figure 37 as Kolb's (1984) 
learning cycle, which is shown flowing in a clockwork direction, from concrete 
experience, to observations, consequent formation of abstract concepts; testing these out 
in new situations, and then reconnecting with concrete experiences.

 
                                                   Figure 37: Kolb's (1984) learning cycle
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Boisot adapts Kolb's clockwise flow model into two-way circular flows, which start from 
any kind of concrete experience, and can go in any direction in the cycle. Similar to Hicks 
et al’s knowledge field metaphor, Boisot’s theory about social learning and experience 
suggests how it is possible to both abstract from experience, but also, make concrete 
knowledge out of generalised abstractions. Boisot comments on his adaptation of Kolb’s 
learning cycle as two-way flows and knowledge networks: 

Our reinterpretation of Kolb’s second dimension calls for some modification 
in the functioning of the learning cycle. For it becomes apparent that if 
active experimentation is the locus of analytical activities then the cycle, still 
starting from concrete experience, could plausibly be run in both directions. 
The original idea that in learning one first abstracts from experience and 
then reinjects abstractions into new experiences is in no way compromised. 
(1995: p 77)

This is a perceptual reflexive process which is described by Boisot (1995) , as one he 
terms 'chunking', as a ‘to-ing’ and ‘fro-ing’ - as upward and downward movements along 
the scale of codification. He comments: 

In the upward movement an experience is differentiated and given some 
degree of structure following a conscious effort at problem-solving. In the 
downward movement, a newly codified experience is consolidated and 
integrated into the perceiver's existing stock of knowledge through a process 
of trial, error, correction, and repetition, much of which may be unconscious. 
It then acquires a penumbra of uncodified associations that reflect the 
variety of situations in which it might find applications and which cannot be 
derived from a knowledge of the code alone. These uncodified associations, 
however, may themselves get further structured if they can be coaxed once 
more up the codification scale. (1995: p 174)

Boisot gives an example of 'chunking', when an expert chess player, compared with a 
novice, has the tacit knowledge to know which move to make, in a given context of play. 
The novice needs to carefully 'scan' the situation, whereas the expert may move with the 
benefit of previous expertise, up and down the codification scale, using a repertoire of 
tacit knowledge - as a ‘chunking’ kind of knowing. Boisot's (1994/5) theory reflects a 
broad-ranging interdisciplinary context. It addresses the field of organizational science, 
and is grounded in anthropology and ethnography, drawing sight lines to link flows 
between 'personal' and 'public' domains of knowledge and knowing for business and 
management studies about experiential knowledge and knowing. His knowledge theory 
describes these as codified pathways which move across 'concrete' personal experience, 
into 'abstract' encoded semantic and organizational forms, and back again. 

Boisot describes this as an epistemological space (his 'E-Space'), for generating strategic 
social knowledge and knowing, as data becomes 'information (his 'I-Space'). For design 
practice, the importance of engaging with such a diversity of interdisciplinary 
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knowledge and complexity is described below by Buchanan (2001), in the context of 
design as an inherently interdisciplinary discipline: 

As the exploration of design deepens, its connection to diverse bodies of 
knowledge grows more apparent and complex. The protracted debate in the 
early and middle decades of the twentieth century about whether design is a 
fine art or a science has given way to more sophisticated discussion about 
how design integrates knowledge and insight from many other disciplines—
the fine arts, the humanities, the social and behavioral sciences, and 
engineering and the natural sciences—in order to accomplish its work. This 
has led to greater coherence in understanding the discipline of design and to 
its establishment as a field of research. Indeed, there is now discussion 
concerning whether design is emerging as a new liberal art of technological 
culture, manifested in many forms of professional practice but also providing 
a broad intellectual perspective on the human-made world that all men and 
women may use in action or reflection.(Buchanan 2001: p189)

Boisot comments that his model of what he terms a 'social learning cycle' is capable of 
producing both innovation, and also what he terms ‘deviant’ insights, which are produced 
as a result of the journey of personal concrete knowledge through the stages of social 
learning cycles. He stresses the importance for economic perspectives in valuing both 
phases of the cycle – the 'generating' and 'exploitation' phases of his social learning cycle. 
This includes taking a pragmatic account of possible ‘blockages’ to value generation and 
exploitation, by working around and through any such impediments which may be 
socially heterogenous relationships, or events and incidents which may randomly impact 
on a cycle. I understand these to be the ‘affordances’ of the particular environment, which 
are possibilities inherent within the random and contingent flow systems of social and 
cultural networks. 

Boisot describes the processes codification, abstraction and diffusion working within 
capitalist information economies. As systems of flow and exchange, he describes how 
human actors within them demonstrate an urge to continually economize through ongoing 
and relentless production of what he terms ‘increasingly abstract encodings’. Boisot 
suggests that the data field which this generates can be considered in principle as an 
evolutionary self-organising learning system: 

 Learning systems, whether living or inert, are those which have the capacity 
to channel this urge to economize into the creation of new knowledge… The 
data field.. displays a potential for self- organization that imparts to it an 
evolutionary dynamic.(Boisot 1995: p164) 

Boisot characterises this as an 'E-space' where information shifts in a cycle from concrete 
personal domain, into abstract, codified public domains. This is shown in Figure 2 (also 
on page 21): 
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Figure 2 : Boisot (2005: p144) The codification and diffusion of knowledge 

Boisot (1995) provides an explanation about the particular ways in which knowledge is 
brought forward by individuals traits as being integral to the ways in which his coding 
and abstraction processes occur: 

The two dimensions of coding and abstraction allow us to visualize 
graphically in what form an individual processes and stores the data 
available to him. It can be used to give us a snapshot of how the knowledge 
held by an individual is distributed at a given instant.. or it can allow us to 
trace the evolution of a particular item of knowledge by following its 
trajectory in the space.. The way that the knowledge held by an individual is 
configured in the E-space is affected by the way he learns and by more 
general personality factors. (1995: p69)

This is important for design, which seeks to create environments for introducing many 
kinds of social complexities, always looking out for new ideas and approaches. Boisot’s 
social learning cycle theory suggests a way to focus and track items in the social, by 
looking closely at evolutions, from concrete to abstract, and in reverse as well; tracking 
specific items of knowledge, through learning and personal subjective factors. It also 
suggests ways in which to read the actual environment of the specific project within 
which the actors or designers are socially engaged, by detailed attention to the everyday, 
and the experiential. As well as productive strategies and pathways, Boisot's 'deviant' or 
problematic solutions or issues may arise, which are not always popular or desirable. This 
theory suggests the significance of the processes of social knowledge exchange as 
generative and experientially driven - not as linear or pre-deterministic. 

Blackmon (2008) emphasises ways in which design thinking relies upon its ability for 
mapping out individual perspectives to provide much needed complementary insights for 
the management of mass scale systems and operational complexities. Her research 
investigates the relationship between systems and operations management and design and 
calls for a ‘strategic resonance’ between systems models and design thinking (Brown & 
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Blackmon, 2008). Blackmon comments on the potential value of bringing together macro 
and micro thinking approaches - as rich knowledge about from highly individualised 
situations can inform communication interfaces. What this suggests is that by researching 
and examining the particular traces of individual perspectives, one may gain insights into 
the complexity of a particular situation. Blackmon comments: 

One particular aspect where this complementarity may exist is scaleability. 
Designers are trained to see systems from the perspectives of individuals, 
whilst operations are trained to see systems from the perspective of masses. 
Whilst design solutions may not scale up, operations solutions may not scale 
down. The second area is complexity. Design thinking may not work as a 
way of designing a service system when systems are complex and 
interactions are unpredictable. In these circumstances, however, design 
thinking at the end of the process may be useful for optimizing the user 
interface and helping minimize the complexity faced by users. (2008:p27)

Blackmon’s comments about how individual case studies provide detailed insights 
supports my research methodology and findings so far in this thesis. As my journal 
writing continues, I observe the further development of interesting details documented in 
my journal texts. My usage of Boisot’s six stages of social learning was an important part 
of the development of my research. His six stages of social learning provide spaces for 
design activity which are similar to the design cycles which I have already introduced in 
the previous chapter. The key distinction of these social spaces is the emphasis they place 
on analysis of the place of social experiential knowledge and knowing, as a series of 
phases or thinking styles which explore the project context or situation as a social 
knowledge scenario from many angles. In my journal writing, I develop my 
understanding about thinking styles through uses of Baker et al’s five dialectic pairings. I 
use Boisot’s terms for his six stages in my journal conversations, where I am discussing 
the development of the project as observer voice of self. For clarity purposes, I next 
describe the definitions surrounding the usage of these terms in this research.  

Boisot's six stage social learning cycle 

In his theory about knowledge economics, Boisot (1994) describes what he terms an 'I-
Space' - ('I' for 'information'), which results from the application of the generic 
epistemology model (his 'E-Space') to a particular and unique situation. This is the project 
space, where individual perspectives can be mapped through an understanding about 
flows and networks. He proposes a means for mapping this as a ‘social learning 
cycle’ (‘slc’) consisting of six distinct, linked cycles of development.  These six steps 
work together in two phases – the initial phase is ‘value generating’, and the second phase 
is ‘value exploiting’ (1994: p165).
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 many SLCs are possible; they reflect the opportunities and constraints 
imposed by the distribution of prior cognitive investments in the I-space. An 
effective strategy in the I-space is one that extracts value from an SLC by 
successfully negotiating the constraints and opportunities that it encounters 
on its journey (1994: p 165)

What Boisot proposes is that new knowledge can be built up in this 'I-space', through the 
movement of vectors, as information flows, moving in circular three-dimensional 
directions, acknowledging and negotiating the constraints and opportunities which arise. 
He describes the six phases of his 'I-Space' as ‘scanning, problem solving, abstraction, 
diffusion, absorption, and impacting’. These six stages provide a succinct way of 
observing and conceptualizing the details involved with processes of value embedding 
and encoding which can be applied to individual perspectives for analysing and framing 
knowledge networks and flows, which are somewhat similar to descriptions of design 
cycles - as 'analysis/projection/synthesis' (Jonas, 2007). I next outline Boisot’s six stages 
of his social learning cycle in greater detail, followed by an explanation about how I 
begin to adapt his social learning cycle as a research approach for my journal.  

Scanning
As an initial observational process, this stage engages broadly with personal knowledge 
and knowing, as an overview of the communal and individual responses to the 'problem' 
in a broad and open way. Boisot (1994) describes it as: 

a highly singular perception to frame a problem in such a way as to produce 
new knowledge in solving it.. It is here that personal knowledge, perishable 
as it is, asserts its worth, not as a capricious flight of fancy but as an 
idiosyncratic way of knowing that involves the whole being… Singular vision 
is often deviant vision. (1994: p85)

Problem solving
Boisot stresses that this is not necessarily creative thinking, but rather, an uncertain and 
often risky practice. This assumes a dedication an commitment to a prior understanding 
of the situation, arising from the initial stage of 'scanning'. Consequently, this stage 
involves a high degree of personal knowledge and knowing on the part of the designer - 
an ability to evaluate the situation, and identify key themes and issues. Boisot comments 
on the importance of personal knowledge and knowing for problem-solving as ‘risky 
business. Through becoming ‘better defined’ problems and solutions can ‘therefore 
embed themselves more easily in the stock of knowledge’. He describes this stage as 
involving: 
 

… a highly personal skill. Often what passes for creativity is merely 
inventiveness - the ability to generate novel combinations which only 
superficially address a problem. Genuine problem solving is often a risky 
business. Some alternatives have to be selected- the essence of codification – 
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under highly uncertain conditions, and by implication, some have to be 
rejected. ..With increasing codification, however, both problems and 
solutions become better defined and can therefore embed themselves more 
easily in the existing stock of knowledge.(1994: p86)

Abstraction
As the newly codified patterns begin to extend their range and application, they begin to 
be adopted into the wider scope of public knowledge and knowing, as proprietary and 
public encodings. This is initially contained to the new and emerging context, as a process 
of integration and refinement codifications, as a linking with existing styles of abstraction 
in social encodings. 

Diffusion
As it gains currency, through codifications, this new knowledge spreads and embeds 
across knowledge sectors and audiences. In this process, the new knowledge becomes 
increasingly abstracted and codified, as it integrates with existing knowledge structures 
and systems. Paradoxically, as it becomes diffused, it loses its initial new knowledge 
value. 

Absorption
This stage describes the different ways the new knowledge is embedded as a form of 
message, by different groups and audiences. These may interpret the new message in a 
range of ways, as variants on the implicit coding, dependent on the audience and context 
for reception. The more codified it is the easier it is to be absorbed. 

Impacting
This stage describes the public face of the newly coded knowledge, as it becomes 
embedded within communication cultures (practices), and the material outcomes of social 
knowledge and knowing. 

Boisot’s Knowledge Typology Model

Boisot's (1994/5) theory about knowledge cycle encodings acknowledges the fluid and 
ephemeral nature of social and cultural knowledge as networks of flows and 
transformations across the cycle, depending upon the context, and any number of random 
influences on the situation - nothing is fixed except the fact that movement, and change 
constantly takes place. On the basis of his initial framing of the cycle, Boisot shows how 
this can be configured as a 'utilitarian' practical description of knowledge types each 
working in a different contextual space in Figure 38.  
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     Figure 38 : Boisot (1995:p122) A Typology of Knowledge (1)

Boisot’s (1995) initial model of a ‘knowledge typology’ above shows how exchanges and 
flows occur as discrete zones for engagement of personal (coded) knowledge intersect 
with public (abstract) knowledge. Boisot’s model effectively accounts for the inclusion of 
a wide range of information into design practice, as personal knowledge is effectively 
understood actively engaging with processes of codification and diffusion, as new 
knowledge emerges. This takes place in his four domains - as 'local/topical/esoteric/ and 
scientific' quadrants of his social learning cycle. Having provided an initial set of 
definitions for these four quadrants as symbolic domains for knowledge flows and 
exchanges, Boisot then re-names these to introduce further descriptions of their 
knowledge properties and qualities - as ‘proprietary, public, personal knowledge, and 
common sense’ in Figure 39. 

    Figure 39 : Boisot (1995: p 146): A Typology of Knowledge (2)  

These are rich descriptions which work together to offer different perspectives about 
ways of considering the workings of social knowledge as multiple perspectives about any 
topic. “personal’ knowledge includes memories and experiences as individual tacit and 
explicit knowledge and knowing. His ‘proprietary’ domain for practice contexts is mainly 
about specialist professional knowledge and patents, share tips, limited and internal 
professional work cultures in institutions and businesses. Scientific/public describes 
popular social media discourses which are shared and constantly negotiated ‘facts’ 
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circulating in social discourses. Finally, ‘common sense’, which is knowledge about the 
empathy of social behaviours which are commonly held and understood by all 
participants in society. For example respectful social actions to other citizens, health and 
safety procedures as the 'rules' of social engagement which govern aspects of everyday 
living. 

For design Boisot’s description of these key domains for social knowledge suggests is a 
starting point for beginning to have conversations about a particular situation through the 
multiple perspectives of his framework, which is then productive of a wide and diverse 
understanding about the potentiality and the constraints within a socially oriented 
situation. Brown & Blackmon (2005) comment on the benefits, which could derive from 
more holistic thinking strategies for knowledge management in organisations as what 
they term ‘strategic resonances’. What this suggests is an ongoing process of questioning 
and re-framing of ‘customer requirements and organization- wide capabilities’, to re-align 
these social knowledge contexts into a more strategic and holistic understanding where 
the business is open to evolution which takes into account the unique and particular 
interfaces with customers and audiences as an evolving process of change and social 
adaptations. 

Strategic resonances will be achieved when firms align manufacturing 
strategy with business-level strategy to support strategic flexibility through 
integrating market-led and resource-driven approaches. This prevents the 
firm from being excellent in the wrong things: it also prevents the firm from 
chasing after business and markets in which it cannot hope to compete. The 
strategy process becomes ongoing and changing, adapting to ensure that 
customer requirements and organization- wide capabilities continue to 
resonate. (Brown & Blackmon 2005: p 800)

The significance of exploring ‘strategic resonance’ approaches for designing is that these 
involve conversation and negotiation, with an underlying commitment to a regime of 
value which is implicit within the language and intentions of the overall project scope. An 
ability to work in this way suggests interactions between different, situated, perspectives, 
which are value positions, and involve being able to expertly wear several ‘hats’ - as 
different modes of address taken towards and about the topics at hand. 

Boisot’s terminology about social domains of knowledge provides my research with a 
language for beginning conversations about the social attributes within design project 
contexts. As I have already described I adapt his terminology and conceptual framework 
for conducting my initial conversations, and then re-working these using his various 
structures and cycle stages. As a result, my journal writing confidently take on a range of 
specific topics as conversational exchanges discussed and explored through multiple 
perspectives. I evaluate these initial conversations and note how I am effectively 
integrating Boisot’s descriptors of social knowledge domains, and working with these in 
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my journal conversations with self. Figure 3 (also on page 22) shows how I bring his 
descriptors together to provide new insights into the four quadrants of his knowledge 
typology.   

Figure 3 : My adaptation of Boisot's knowledge typology 
                (from Boisot: 1994, p123/147)

In Figure 3 I link Boisot’s two versions of his knowledge typology for my application of 
his social domains in design practice. It is instrumental in assisting my conversations with 
self for unpacking design projects and locating them into these four domains, as it 
provides me with a richer descriptive framework for the language of my internal 
conversations. Thus when thinking about an everyday social knowledge context, one 
could think of a range of positions to take about that project depending upon which 
knowledge quadrant it is most aligned towards. These are context-specific perspectives 
which demonstrate the complexity of knowledge and how it is relative to a particular and 
context-specific point of view. For example, if I take the ‘motor vehicle’ and consider the 
different kinds of social knowledge which could be configured about this as both object, 
and also as affordance of social knowledge. I list these in terms of Boisot’s knowledge 
network domains: 

• Proprietary/esoteric - legal and corporate issues, regulatory frameworks for registration  
of motor vehicles.

• Public/scientific - corporate brand positioning as advertising discourse, technical and 
factual features. Global and environmental issues and imperatives. 

• Topical /common sense - usage rules and common sense social driving behaviours. 
Cultural differences in public awareness and attitude. 

• Personal/local - look and feel, personal comfort, efficient and available transport, 
ethical perspectives/concerns about social responsibility. Own experiences and 
anecdotes about car ownership, and driving culture. 

The value of these categorisations is that if I were to have a conversation with myself 
about the ‘car’ in my journal , I would be able to reflect upon a range of value 
perspectives which present a holistic and wide ranging framework for understanding the 
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initial topic (the motor vehicle) from public to personal perspectives around and about 
knowledge exchanges and flows. I would thus have a range of social discourses and 
information to draw upon about the symbolic and social, as well as anecdotes about my 
own history of car ownership, and driving travels. As a resource, this is drawn into the 
conversations when a particular context requires it. This is a depth of knowledge and 
experience, which is available to me, were I to consider the knowledge and knowing 
which I have and have access to, about the ‘motor vehicle’. It is an understanding about 
the relevance and possibility for working with this depth of local, and available 
knowledge which begins to inform my research, through a constructive approach to 
research using personal journal writing. 

Conversational learning cycles - experiments in journal writings 

My initial journal experiments using the internal conversational dialogue between 
‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self worked with Boisot’s six stages of learning cycle with 
reference to his four generalised domains of social knowledge. Through my journal I 
began to incorporate the various stages of the social learning cycle as principle and topics 
for my journal conversations. As a result I began to identify some key themes and 
strategies for managing the responsibilities and requirements in my design projects. I note 
that I am able to articulate my own intrinsic motivations for why the project is important 
to me, and the wider picture of a much larger overall project. Through my adaptation of 
this approach into my journal topics, I observe how I am able to link particular modes of 
perception (emotional and social) with the objectives which I write about for each of the 
domains of knowledge. For example in my initial arts TV project journal, as ‘common 
sense’ knowledge I note the need to ‘meet deadlines’/ ‘present the artists in an interesting 
and informed manner’. 

For ‘public’ knowledge I focus on the networking and community engagement. I 
understand that each of these social knowledge domains involves particular styles of 
thinking which are similar to Kolb’s key learning styles - his ‘accomodator, assimilator, 
converger, and diverger’ modes for thought and action. I discuss this further in the next 
chapter where I introduce Baker, Jensen & Kolb’s (2002) theory about five dialectic 
learning conversations. For now, I focus on the ways in which particular forms of coded 
language emerge as a result of the uses of my journal for the internal conversations. 
(Glanville, 2007a) emphasises the significant role played by these conversational 
exchanges, as generative communication practice:

The argument is often put forward that we need coding to develop 
conversation, which is just impoverished communication. I argue that the 

 

  138 

Ch 4



opposite holds; we need conversation to establish a code (even a code we 
'find' in 'nature') and we have to (sic) negociate 'fixed' meanings such as 
those we assume in the short-cut convenience of everyday language as being 
attached to particular words (etymologically and lexicographically). We 
cannot assume, a priori, that meanings are the same: to establish this we 
have to (sic) negociate in a conversational manner. Thus, conversation has 
precedence over coding: we cannot establish that there is a code in 
operation without agreeing that it is so.(2007a: p9)

As a result of my journal writings, I am able to see how I agree, or not, (with my-self and 
self-as-other) through the emergence of idiosyncratic, and specific 'codes' which emerge 
from the conversations I am having in the journals. What these involve is the particular 
ways I have taken on board different terminologies from theories about learning, 
conversation, and knowledge, which I use in my journals to both describe what I am 
doing, and also to reflect on the why and how this is occurring. I observe that as a result, I 
have begun to establish a process for my own research through the journals for revealing 
new perspectives to myself about the project context - its direction, what priorities are, 
and how I could approach different problems and challenges. I identify this as the ‘talk-
back’ of my journal as a result of the conversational contexts overall, which work 
together to show the development of topics and threads of related thinking underlying the 
design project activities. 

In these initial stages of my testing of journal format for this project I use Boisot’s stages 
and knowledge domains to initially outline the stages and social knowledge domains as a 
range of activities across past, present and future themes and objectives. I introduce this 
approach as a further testing of Boisot’s social learning cycle stages, and his four 
knowledge domains. As discussed in the Chapter 2, I had tested and explored the uses of 
these terms and concepts for my initial project Naomi’s Wonderground. As a teaching and 
learning project, I had been able to manage the knowledge network and expectations of 
this first research study project in a short time frame. The findings from this initial study 
led me to continue with my journal writing for further testing out of Boisot’s and Baker et 
al’s dialectic pairings as a research methodology. In the second Sci High project journal, I 
was testing the limits of Boisot’s terms and stages by introducing them as the starting 
point for the journal, rather than as ways to re-order the initial journal narrative. I 
understand that the first project provided me with a range of information and insights 
towards the doing of this second project, which was similarly, a pilot community TV 
engagement project. The main difference was the scope and scale of the Sci High project, 
as a recognised and endorsed university funded community engagement project. 

The Sci High project was designed to 'unfold' around key points of interaction between 
the stakeholders, the exact details of how we would actually arrive at a final point were 
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not specified or prescribed. The stakeholders were new to each other and a common 
'language' needed to be established in the initial stages of the project. The project was 
'piggy-backing' on an existing regional engagement project based in the university 
engagement strategy, titled 'Maximizing Potential in Macarthur' (MPM). This was a 
leadership and mentoring educational approach to working with groups of high school 
students across a large geographical area of Western Sydney.

In beginning to formulate the project around Boisot’s six social learning stages, and his 
four quadrants for social knowledge, I was able to flesh out and delineate a wide range of 
complexity and diversity around key points for action and development for each learning 
stage and knowledge domain. My initial entries reveal the nature of much of the 
knowledge complexity as an intricate web of interwoven and overlapping strands for 
developing human interactions and interpretative frameworks. In Figures 40 and 41 the 
lists of key points are aligned as stages, and quadrants which are relative to each other. 
That is, my understanding about the project is plural and has several pathways and layers 
which I note as the key points for further consideration. My notations of the project in 
these informative diagrams establishes a clarity and sharpness about many key elements 
of the project as a stakeholder network context which I can now begin to develop through 
design. What results eventually is my ‘project proposal’ (extract in Figure 43) where I lay 
out my  thinking as a series of parallel strands of activity for the development of this 
particular stakeholder network through the design process. I am thus able to develop the 
design process around a specific strategy which aims to bring together a diverse range of 
stakeholders for the development of a new network around university supported 
engagement, with community TV programs for youth education and learning. 
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              Figure 40: Reworking the conversational themes into the six stages for social learning 

                                           in Sci High journal
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As a result of my initial framing using the six social learning stages in Figure 40 I use 
what I have learnt to re-work as the four domains of social knowledge in Figure 41. I note 
how I further refine and re-draw the key themes, as topics emerge, and my focus around 
the project aims and objectives becomes clearer and sharper. the delineation of these 
different modes of social knowledge and knowing in Figure 41 is significant as it enables 
me to explore a diversity of social thinking styles and perspectives. I begin to gain 
insights into the qualitative differences and distinctive features of each social knowledge 
domain. 

Figure 41:  aligning the information into Boisot's domains for social knowledge 
                                     in Sci-High journal

Following on from these assemblages of the journal text, in Figure 42 my ‘ss/ os’ discuss 
the project scope, and agree on the writing up of the ‘project proposal’ for seeking 
funding as a ‘reflection/action’ pairing. The conversation notes the work already done in 
the ‘knowledge typology section’ as the basis for writing the funding proposal. The 
conversation also identifies key people in the institutional context to contact for 
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assistance, as well as being generally positive, and practical. That is, the extract shows 
how the journal format which is still in an early stage of development is already ‘talking 
back’ as a space where both rational and emotive thinking can be explored through a 
focus on uses of the five dialectic pairings as a constructive device for introducing new 
themes and for pursuing conversational topics. 

 Figure 42: Initial conversation with self in Sci High journal

As a result of the journal conversations, I write a ‘project proposal timeline’ around the 
activities and events as a scaffolding for the project developmental process. As a piece of 
information design, Figure 43 shows the first page of my ‘project proposal timeline’ as a 
diagram of parallel activities to be achieved across the scope of the project. These include 
a list of ‘compliance’ issues, which are the constraints and enablements for each of the 
events and actions listed. I understand this diagram as a significant form of encoded 
notation which has resulted from the journal writings. My understanding of it is as a form 
of project map which locates the possibilities for interaction between the various 
stakeholders around events and activities. That is, these are processes of working 
together, which are framed by regulatory practices and expectations which need to be 
met, but which are not insurmountable obstacles. By aligning these as a series of 
parallel activities, the proposal suggest possibilities for creative interaction across the 
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project’s development, which can be explored in my journal writing as topics and themes 
about how these objectives are being explored through a range of interactions and human 
factors. My proposal aims to bring together diverse stakeholders, into a social learning 
design situation. The outcomes projected are to design a new stakeholder network for 
future and ongoing community engagement in an institutional context, and a pilot 
episode, as informed and entertaining, low budget community TV. 

                             Figure 43: Project Proposal Timeline extract from Sci High journal

The ‘project proposal timeline’ is also useful as a map which introduces the notion of 
time and scheduled stages for checking the design project development as a 

 

  144 

Ch 4



management and operational planning approach. The timeline details provide me with my 
initial narrative about the project as it begins to take on a shape, a life of its own, a 
narrative identity which can be discussed, and which forms the basis for ongoing 
conversations and shared exchanges with my-self and self-as-other and other 
collaborators. My journal provides a space for reflecting on the diversity of the activities 
which take place in the present, the past, and in the possible future, including observing 
myself, as playing a lead role in the project whilst working with a range of other 
stakeholders in this institutional network context. 

In Figure 44 I then continue with the conversations with myself using the format I has 
initially developed, as a question, comment from ‘Subject’ self followed by an answer or 
response from ‘Object’ self. Overall, my voices of self - as placements of my own 
intentions within the conversation are commenting on the enormity of the project and my 
own uncertainties. The language I use is descriptive and emotive.  At this initial stage of 
developing the writing format using the two voices, I test the different nuances of my 
voices of ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self  noting the tonality for each voice as conversant. 
Figure 44 shows extracts from the initial stages of my Sci High journal where there is a 
pattern emerging. ‘Subject’ self is apprehensive and anxious, speculating about the 
challenges of the project whereas ‘Object’ self is more practical, and task-oriented. In 
these early stages of my journal writing, I can see how I was shifting across a range of 
perspectives for, about, and towards the project problems, and possible solutions. In 
various conversational contexts, I was giving information, being supportive, instructive, 
strategic, and often collaborative. As a result of starting my personal journal using this 
particular approach, I become increasingly aware of the range of ways in which I could 
now raise all kinds of unheard and unspoken kinds of ideas and thinking about the 
proposed project through my usage of this journal methodology. In Figure 44 my ‘ss /os’ 
voices of self discuss the crisis in the communication and in moving ahead with the 
production as a ‘reflection/action’ pairing. The exchange below relays the intensity of the 
situation as two meetings help clarify the project activities leading up the final TV pilot 
production schedule. 
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                    Figure 44: Sci-High journal extract 

After receiving the grant to proceed with this university engagement project, my research 
project gains momentum and quickly becomes a reality. As my journal writing progressed 
with the project development I began to understand the value of looking both from a 
distance and from close-up, as my reflecting, as well as being involved took place in real-
time as well as being the subject of this research. Over time, as a result of my uses of this 
journal format I was able to identify and trace key topics and themes from my journal 
engaging with values and expectations, which were complex and detailed. As a result, I 
note how these threads suggest shared understandings between the ‘ss/ os’ conversants, 
which have emerged across the uses of Baker et al’s five dialectic pairings. By writing 
about my ideas and thoughts using the five pairings I observe myself beginning to make 
qualitative value judgements as parts of the narrative. As part of this ongoing journal 
process, I see that I am constantly refining my qualitative frameworks through the 
narrative of the journal text. My journal methodology thus provides a structure, a system, 
for my deliberations about the project scope as interpretations which are qualitative value 
judgements. Taylor comments on the role of ‘qualitative discriminations’ which he 
suggests are based in ethical premises:  
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So we can see the place that qualitative discriminations have in our ethical 
life. Prearticulately, they function as an orienting sense of what is important, 
valuable, or commanding, which emerges in our particular intuitions about 
how we should act, feel, respond on different occasions, and on which we 
draw when we deliberate about ethical matters. Articulating these 
distinctions is setting out the moral point of the actions and feelings our 
intuitions enjoin on us, or invite us to, or present as admirable. (Taylor, 
1989: p 77/8)

Taylor’s comments about the ethical and value implications of articulating qualitative 
discriminations encourages me to listen and observe what is happening in the project. As 
a result of my writing process I am able to both participate, and listen, to what is taking 
place around me. I begin to sense the range of possible ways with which I can personally, 
and professionally, engage with the details and challenges which I have identified, and 
which continue to arise. In particular, I observe how the journal ‘talk-back’ informs my 
value judgements for both personal concerns and how these engage with those of other 
stakeholders. As I have described in my discussion about the development of my journal 
for this project, the ‘talk-back’ evolves as a result of the constant economising and 
abstracting of the information and details which I am noting in the journal. As Glanville 
comments, the personal coding which occurs as a result of my journal writings is 
particular to my own understanding - as forms of short-hand for documenting a variety of 
details. They have relevance for other stakeholders, but only as my own individual 
contributions to the design process which I bring to them as a result of my own internal 
deliberations. As Glanville comments:

vi) All meanings (and understandings) are personal and individual to the
conversational partners, understanding in their own way. Meanings are 
made
by individuals. In a conversation, meanings are not transferred, they are
made, separately, by each participant within the conversational process.
(Glanville,2007a:p15)

In my journal writings I note conceptual levels of conversation which shift and flow 
throughout extended conversations in each of my project journals. I note the ways in 
which I use particular terms and descriptors for a variety of states of mind, thought and 
action which enable me to write as participant and as observer and commentator of the 
design processes. I utilise Boisot’s six stage learning cycle terms as concepts to guide my 
understandings, alongside Baker et al’s five dialectic pairings. In developing my journal 
format, I draw on this range of terms and descriptors to develop my own forms of 
encoding in my internal conversations. I refer to these terms in the journal conversations, 
as states and processes which influence human interactions as part of designing. In Figure 
45 I discuss various tensions and problems using the terminology of ‘codification and 
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diffusion’ as frameworks for what is happening, or not happening. As result of constant 
usage these terms become integral to the project aims and objectives, and take on an 
active role in shaping the decisions made, whether these are productive or not. In Figure 
45 I also recognise the problem of keeping the project momentum positive, and plan to 
support the publication of my journalism intern student’s article in the local paper about 
the project. My aim is deliberately to have the project become more ‘diffused’ by being 
the subject for a local news story about university engagements. The entry is written as 
‘inside out/outside in’ to discuss ‘strategies to get students talking about the content as 
‘personal’ stories and experiences’. The narrative in this extract reflects on the challenges 
of the project, and ends with the suggestion about a particular course of action, which is 
to have the student article published, to generate interest and as a way to contribute to a 
meaningful way to present the project as it is developing.  
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Figure 45: Stakeholder relations at project midpoint in Sci High journal

The first stages of the project’s development were about culture-building as our group of 
students consider the topic of 'nano-technology' through exposure to a variety of 
academics from that field, including visits to nano-labs and general discussions about the 
field and its relevance. As a result, there is quite a lot of tension about the way the project 
was going, where it was headed, and what was expected from the students. These issues 
were always present and are often subjects for specific conversations in the journal entries 
for this project. In a sense, the building of cultural dialogues across the ways in which we 
worked was a key issue for everyone in finding ways to work together, which were 
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realistic, and which understood what was happening as a shared process of working 
collaboratively within the constraints of the different work cultures of high school and 
university. My understanding about this as a design process was that social forms of 
knowing played a key role in providing ways to engage across the stakeholder network. 
For example, the particular patterns and conventions of work cultures which were implicit  
within ways of working, and which became evident as different sets of expectations 
through the design doing of the project. These created additional challenges, but also 
provided me with valuable insights about the implicit workings of the knowledge network 
overall. 

Abstract notation for creation of  ‘new’ knowledge

As part of the writing styles used in my journals, I introduce a range of diagrams and 
sketches to explain visual concepts that are relevant for different projects. In this 
particular project, I introduce the final TV script as an information graphic which depicts 
the stakeholder network, and is abstracted as an information design concept map for the 
design of the TV pilot script as a series of layers and links. My map of the design artifact 
is a metaphor for the network of knowledge and stakeholder interactions. This is a 
significant research finding from my evaluation of the uses of the journal methodology 
for assisting me develop rich concepts in narrative forms for visual design practice. It 
demonstrates how the previous journal conversations have worked to inform a deep 
understanding about the relationship between the final visual design artifact and the 
stakeholders. The key aspect of this for my research is the way in which this is configured 
as a layered visual text, where multiple perspectives are introduced and assembled 
through the uses of selected visual media elements, styles and genres. I discuss this in 
later chapters of this thesis where I further develop my understandings about these 
research findings in other project case studies. Sci High is my first project case study 
where I explore these dynamic possibilities of dialogic visual design outcomes, where 
multiple perspectives are presented, and re-presented within the visual text. 

Figure 46 extract discuses the development of the TV pilot script, as a coming together of 
several perspectives and styles of story-telling. The conversation is held as a ‘doing/
being’ pairing, which works as a space for reflection, as well as for considering new ways 
to understand the situation, outside of what is already in place. The narrative is one where  
‘ss/ os’ make statements, followed by questions, then reflective accounts of how the 
constraints of time and access to the students can be overcome. Figure 46 extract ends 
with comments and thoughts about how the final script could work as a map to represent 
the stakeholders. By considering it in this way, the script itself becomes a concept map of 
the design process, which provides a new way to consider the problems of access and 
limited resources. 
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                                          Figure 46: Journal conversation about script development in Sci High journal
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                                    Figure 47 : Conversation about script development in Sci High journal

In Figure 47 the conversation is about the ways in which the design artifact, as TV script, 
is developing as a series of linked layers to represent and present, at the same time. 
‘Object’ self asks ‘Subject’ self (what)

 ‘do you think about the tension between the construction process, and the presentation of 
that construction?’ 

As a result of these journal conversations and sharing of thinking about the project 
development, the direction is now to present and re-present the TV pilot as a metaphor of 
the stakeholder network, through a conversational structure of three linked narrative 
strands which shift as the script unfolds. These strands are interwoven by linking devices 
such as titles, credits, and the uses of several styles of footage - the high school students 
on the panel, and in real life, alongside the university students, and the footage of the high 
school students from their media training workshop. Figure 48 then shows the ways in 
which I then map out these relations of stakeholder flows as a diagram about a network of 
knowledge exchanges between organisations and audiences with their own 
expectations and contributions to make to the project. Figure 48 shows the draft script 
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concept as an integrated concept map. That is, the stakeholder network is reflected in the 
draft script concept map as a plan for a series of linked relationships, and the structure of 
the script reflects the stakeholder network. The draft script design for the TV video pilot 
thus becomes a metaphor for the particular environment of the project as a series of 
linked conversations between the stakeholders. This diagram is an abstraction in a 
personal coding style which shows how I understand the relationships between the 
various stakeholders who do not necessarily come into direct contact with each other, but 
who are all involved with the overall network of project interactions.    

Figure 48: Network of stakeholders map in the 'Sci High' journal 
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In Figure 48 the three discrete layers of conversation in the script concept weave together 
across the 26 minutes of the TV pilot. The coming together of the plan for the script and 
the stakeholder network as a combined diagram came forward as a result of my journal 
conversations, where I deliberate about the need to make this connection in order to 
present, and also re-present the stakeholder relationships within the TV pilot program. In 
the production, and post-production stages of the design process, this was on ongoing, 
contingent, pragmatic, and negotiated outcome with a wide range of stakeholders about 
resources, direction, and expectations as well as adhering to the conventions of the TV 
format as media genre. 

In my role as executive producer and project facilitator, I needed to ensure a best outcome 
for the project overall. As evidence of its 'diffusion' impact, as part of the ‘MPM’ wider 
project, after its completion and broadcast on community TV, Sci-High received a 
university community engagement ‘commended’ award; and it paved a way forward for 
further engagement projects engagements with community TV programs as educational 
resources and content. I discuss these aspirational aspects in my journal, as evidence of 
ways in which the project was eventually and dynamically diffused into the wider social 
fabric of stakeholder relationships, as engagements with the institution of the university 
and schools sector. One of the key points for the development of the TV pilot concepts 
was that as a result of the discussions with the high school students their raw ideas would 
then be crafted into the overall program structure and content. This open-ended approach 
to the script development created a fair amount of confusion and concern about what was 
expected of the high school team in terms of the input of both students and staff. This was 
done at the same time as trying to establish an understanding between the students, 
teachers, university engagement staff, and our own team through regular meetings, 
reviews of our objectives and ongoing discussions about the problems of such open-
ended project, which was often frustrating and complex. The production team and the 
institutional teams agreed that keeping an open approach was critical to the final outcome 
to work on the process and keep talking about the final outcome as we went. This did not 
fully address the confusions and realities of the coming together of very different 
organisational cultures, which were often topics of conversation in my journals as my 
anxieties and frustrations came forward. 

In my journal conversations I introduce other perspectives to balance viewpoints and 
establish new frameworks for thinking about the design directions. Much of what was 
agreed as a result of the journal ‘talk-back’ was expressed through the different voices of 
self, and also the understanding about how these selves in doing their work bring 
particular insights about the subjectivity of their ‘other’ ness. That is as subjectivities 
which are discernable, and active, my ‘I’, ‘Me’, ‘We’ and ‘You’ are the doorways into 
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writing about shared and negotiated creative thinking processes. Another way of 
explaining this aspect is that the conversational self, as it deliberates, produces 
possibilities for self understood in terms of possibilities around the workings of 
otherness, as alternate ways of understanding any situation. As a result of considering a 
situation in this way, as a tension of possibilities, a kind of semi-tacit space opens up 
through my journal ‘talk-back’, which is then explored through the internal conversations. 
 

Social knowledge domains and their qualitative features 

My research methodology using the journal format was beginning to become clearer. As a 
result of this initial journal-writing, I note how the narrative uses Boisot’s social learning 
stages and knowledge domains to explain processes occurring in the journal writing 
process. Figure 7 (also on page 29) shows how I am able to interpret the four knowledge 
domains from Boisot’s theory by adding new qualitative features for each as a form of 
social knowledge and knowing, for practical applications in design project development. 
My new terms introduce further practical and practice-based descriptors of the key 
activities which occur in the quadrants as forms of knowledge flow and exchange across 
both public and personal domains. I term this my own knowledge ‘typology’ for working 
with design practice contexts through my uses of journal writing as a methodology for 
this research. 

                               Figure 7: My knowledge typology for design practice contexts (1)

Figure 7 (also on page 23) illustrates a way which I can now describe and formulate 
design projects in terms of knowledge contexts as a starting point for my internal 
conversations to converse about any aspect of social knowledge. In my conversations 
with self in the journal writing, I note how by linking the type of knowledge with the 
process and style of practice, I am able to further build levels and layers into the journal 
conversations. For example if I locate a project in the right lower quadrant, I have a 
construct of ‘topical/common sense’ and ‘speculative/interpretative/experimental’ to 
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work with through conversations. These terms are on the basis of understanding that this 
quadrant is ‘concrete/ diffused’. Already, I am having conversations with myself about 
how my project can be understood in these terms by uses of the five dialectic pairings. As 
part of this complexion of methods for describing experiences and then evaluating how 
they are inter-related, I have a rich methodological field from which to begin to unpack 
and process design problems. As an underlying principle, this understanding informs the 
further development of my methodology for the next project case study. As a result, I am 
more able to explore and experiment with different styles and approaches to journal 
entries - as longer forms, as sketches, as notations which continue to refer to various 
terms about the workings of knowledge as stages of social learning. In addressing this 
through my journal writing, as different voices of my self, and other self, I am able to 
move and shift perspective as first, second and third person in my own accounts of a 
narrative, seen from many viewpoints as open dialogic narratives. Blevins (2007) quotes 
Abbot (2002) about the particular qualities of ‘space’ for exploring how multiple 
perspectives may be introduced for structuring story and discourse:

Space provides the unique quality that “structures” story and
discourse. Space, as a conceptual category, can refer to the artifacts
of narrative (books, journals, diaries). Reflective narrative often
is bounded by the form of artifact used (even a local personal
computer when used in isolation). However, space can also refer
to other aspects of the story, for instance whether the narrator participates
within the story or remains “outside” the story (an issue
of distance). Such a placement affects the voice (first-person versus
third-person accounts) as well as the perspective (narrow or omniscient)
so that the space often governs the narrative framework of
reader and writer (Abbott 2002, 62–75). It also affects the “boundaries”
of the narrative (the scope of the story as well as the scope of
the discourse), often leaving the reader to either anticipate the “story
within a story” as in the legendary Canterbury Tales or The Thousand
and One Nights, also known as the Arabian nights (Abbott 2002, 25–
35). (Blevins, 2007: p259)

Figure 49 shows how I my research writing began to adopt longer and more narrative 
styles of entry in journal writing as kinds of stories sitting within the spaces of the overall 
journal narrative. From my Signs and Cultures photo-essay project ‘ss /os’ discuss the 
morning’s photo shoot and the background for Martine’s story. The conversation is a 
personal narrative about the park and the situation of Martine. ‘Object’ self reiterates the 
perspective of the power of the sign, and the interest in observing how this works in the 
park through the photographs. 
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        Figure 49: Journal extract: Signs and Cultures

The narrative in Figure 49 describes the scene, as well as providing affective and emotive 
details about the place and the context as a form of longer narrative entry. I note how this 
style becomes a preferred way for my research to make a significant entry, which can 
then provide the foundation upon which new entries are made about a project context, 
using the five pairings. In the next chapter, I introduce and describe my adaptation of 
Baker, Jensen & Kolb’s five dialectical pairings for my journal writing methodology. I 
give examples of how I used these in my journal writings, and describe how they 
provided me with a range of speaking and listening styles as I worked through my 
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design projects. What is significant for my research is the means they provide into any 
situation, at any time, to explore two analogic framings about details and social 
interactions. What they produce is dynamic and reflexive materials about the situation, 
which are otherwise often difficult to pinpoint or access as they are not fully formed 
concepts, directions, or possibilities.  
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Chapter Five: Dialectic learning conversations 
Knowledge transformations take place through social 
contexts, involving experiential knowledge and knowing. 

Experiential knowledge and knowing are holistic fields of 
inter-related tacit and explicit flows and exchanges.

Baker, Jensen & Kolb's five dialectical learning conversations for 
knowledge creation

Baker, Jensen and Kolb's (2002) five paired learning conversations are introduced in 
some detail here, as they have been a key critical dimension in the development of, and 
subsequent testing of my research into the workings of my conversational myself. 
Throughout my research as personal journal writings, I have thought deeply about the 
inter-relationships between these five distinct pairings. I have often found myself 
identifying instances of shifts between the five as I conduct my conversations with myself 
in the journals. Baker et al's theory about the dialectic forms of conversational learning 
encompasses a holistic approach to the ways experience and knowledge can be 
understood and used for self-developmental learning. Their five processes are presented 
on the basis of extensive research in conversational learning situations and evaluations of 
relevant field data in cognitive thinking and processing. They describe their approach as a 
simulation of how humans learn, develop and interact:

 ..a holistic model of the learning process and a multilinear model of adult 
development, both of which are consistent with what we know about how 
people learn, grow, and develop.(2002: p8)

Baker et al propose their five dialectical conversational pairings, on the basis of 
quantitative analysis within teaching and learning contexts, evaluating conversations and 
stages of development based on the theory about the nature and workings of experiential 
knowledge within learning conversations. The dialectical processes they describe are 
based on acceptance of differences, contradictions and tensions within a topic of 
discussion; acknowledging that there is a multiplicity of views about any topic of 
conversation. They describe each of the five pairings as a unique space for a dialectic 
exchange of position of self, in relation to the situational context: 

the dialectic of the knowing dimensions of experiential learning theory; 
apprehension and comprehension. Next, the dialectic of praxis that 
incorporates the integration of intention- reflection and of extension- 
action.” This is followed by “examination of the dialectical tension between 
the epistemological, discursive process and the ontological, recursive 
process. The fourth is the dialectic of individuality and relationality that 
contrasts conversation as inside-out and outside-in experiences. Finally, the 
dialectic of status and solidarity describes the ranking and linking dynamics 
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that shape the social realm of conversation.(2002: p52)The five dialectical 
processes provide opportunities for a structured self-learning approach. 
Through conversations using each pairing layers of meaning, perception, 
value and belief are revealed to explore implicit and explicit perspectives 
about life experience. Baker et al describe this as a learning process, which 
can be directed by a ‘teacher/leader’, who encourages participation and 
acts as a facilitator rather than the authoritative source of knowledge. In 
their account of the actual implementation of this method of conversational 
learning, Baker et al (2002) note that there are a range of student responses 
and abilities to manage this learning method. These include negative 
responses of frustration, confusion with a perceived lack of authority; to 
positive responses, which validate the importance given to the life experience 
of the individuals involved. They also note the wide range of sources of input 
from the environmental context including cognitive, emotive and sensory 
knowing and knowledge insights. The five dialectics provide ways to tap into 
experiential knowledge through reflexive thinking. Baker et al describe these 
five dialogic conversational pairings, as ways in which learning can be 
achieved, "through the interplay of opposites and contradictions"  (2002: p 
453): 

Apprehension and comprehension: emotional, intuitive knowledge – 
apprehension, and abstract concepts of information/knowledge - 
comprehension. 

Reflection and action: transforming experience through reflection, into an 
action. 

Doing and being: with reference to time, discursive processes of thinking are 
guided by linear time - events and actions that happen in real time, and 
recursive processes are guided by cyclical time - ideas and concepts which 
keep recurring, and which the individual keeps returning to. 

Inside out, outside in: The self-in-relation to others as a way of linking 
individuality and connection with others in shared understandings. 

Ranking and linking: The structure of the reference group, the dynamics of 
participation, and one’s place within it.

(Baker, Jensen & Kolb 2002: p 52) 

The five pairings each engage with a different mode of thinking, doing and acting. In 
using these, one has 'permission' to voice questions and misgivings, alongside facts, 
descriptions, emotions, aspirations etc. Baker (2004) comments on these five pairings 
from Baker, Jensen & Kolb's work, as a particular model for learning: 

They proposed a theoretical framework that encompasses the measure of 
possibilities across five dialectical continua - emotional and cognitive 
knowing, reflection and action, epistemological discourse and ontological 
recourse, individuality and relationality, and expertise and linking. When the 
perspective at the extreme pole of any of the dialectics dominates the 
conversation to the exclusion of others, conversational learning is 
diminished. These five dialectics are not intended as a rigid model. Instead 
they are an attempt to describe these and similar dialectical contradictions 
that generate the content of conversations. Therefore, using a conversational 
learning approach implicitly means that participants in the conversation 
intentionally strive to draw on the widest range of differing perspectives as 
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resources. Gaining new understanding and insights through the interplay of 
opposites and contradictions, although often not easy, enriches the mutuality 
of learning." (2004: p 695)

In my journal writings, I test the uses of the five pairings, as a stable dialectic ‘mutuality 
of learning’ which can shift around in any direction or order to explore and reflect on any 
aspect of the particular project context. Each pairing is a distinctive dialogic which 
enables the production of concepts relevant to that particular state. For example - 
‘apprehension/comprehension’ is a state of beginning to speak about personal misgivings, 
hopes, questions, alongside clarifications about what is known about that particular 
context. In contrast, ‘inside out/outside in’ generates concepts around the relationships 
with the external environment which is context-specific, as well as being also 
generalisable to the realisation of shared values and goals. In conjunction with my uses of 
the ‘Subject’ self, and ‘Object’ self voices, these five pairings provide a stable 
organisational system, which enables me to build my conversations with my self. What 
emerges as a result of this process are conversational threads which display a range of 
contradictions and messy questions and commentary. I recognise these as similar to 
Kolb's (1984) definition of different 'learning styles', which also offer a range of modes of 
address towards a project. These are his 'accomodator/ converger/ diverger/ and 
assimilator' stances. Each involves a different thinking style, towards a particular situation 
or topic. Reymen (2003) comments on Kolb's learning 'styles', and the significance of 
assuming different modes of address, for design practice as a process of learning through 
structured reflection. Reymen comments: 

each learning style focuses more on certain and less on the other activities in 
the experiential learning cycle. This means that some people pay less 
attention to reflection than others do. When people are aware of their 
learning style, they can correct their behaviour to balance the activities of 
the experiential learning cycle (2003: p 4)

As Reymen suggests, a self-aware learner is one who is able to balance out a range of 
perspectives which they apply to a particular project context. As a result of the uses of my 
journal format, I observe the diversity of my uses of the different combinations which are 
available to me from my organisational learning system. What I note is the ways in which 
I have a range of levels of conversation taking place, which shift through the course of the 
journal text, as different topics come forward, are discussed, then go into the background 
of the overall journal narrative. Figure ? shows the range of possibilities which I have to 
select from, using the five pairings with my key identities of self, through the exchanges 
by my ‘subject self and object self.  This is how I am able to move so easily across these 
key thinking styles, as they are the results of my uses of the five dialectic pairings, with 
my voices of self, thus I have a complex set of conversational interactions taking place in 
my journal, which I can pick up at any point.
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Kolb’s learning styles as patterns in my journal writing 

Boisot's (1994) theory also refers to Kolb's (1984) learning cycle. The model offered by 
his analysis provides insights which draw upon experiential knowledge, which is based in 
idiosyncratic, lived experiences, and then is described as being transformed into more 
abstract public encodings. The upper quadrants of Boisot's cycle reflect social encodings 
which are public knowledge, which is more likely to be stable, shared and which is 
recognisable, as transferable structures and forms -within organisations (proprietory) or 
general social publics. Stability is conditional on context, and changes over time as a 
result of social sharing and negotiating. These are informed and shaped by the lower 
quadrants - the concrete domains, which draw on and engage with, experiential 
knowledge and knowing - as personal (local), and topical (common sense) social 
encodings. 

Boisot discusses Kolb’s  key thinking styles of ‘divergence, assimilation, convergent, and 
accomodator’ and links these styles into his four quadrants for social learning, as the 
primary thinking modes for different quadrants. For example, ‘assimilators’ work largely 
in the quadrant of diffused/ concrete encoding, where ‘topical/common sense’ forms of 
social knowledge are predominant. In contrast, ‘accommodators’ work largely in the 
quadrant of undiffused/ abstract encoding, where ‘esoteric/proprietary social knowledge 
production is predominant. What this relationship describes is a way of understanding the 
primary mode of thinking which take place in each of these four quadrants. The aim of 
this is to assist in one’s strategic management of design thinking about particular projects, 
which have been located across this spectrum. In Figure 6 (also on page 27) I introduce 
Kolb’s key thinking styles into Boisot’s knowledge typology model for public and 
personal contexts.  

             Figure 6 : My adaptation of Boisot’s knowledge typology showing Kolb’s learning styles 
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In my journal research I compare and evaluate the workings of various thinking styles at 
different times in any one project, as I work with my applications of the five dialectic 
pairings. What I discover is that each domain can be subjected to a range of social and 
cognitive thinking processes and actions, through the conversations between my ‘I’, 
‘Me’, We’ and ‘You’ conversant selves and the topics and themes which emerge. This 
dynamic conversational process provides me with a kaliedoscopic toolbox for exploring 
and questioning each particular project, in a conversational way which is relative to my 
broader understanding about social knowledge transmission, reception and production 
processes. My typology of knowledge for each quadrant now has social, cognitive, and 
utilitarian qualities in each of these four domains. For example in the upper left quadrant, 
the coding context is for knowledge which is particular to an institutional context, and 
may take the form of legal and proprietary policy and regulatory design requirements. In 
this quadrant, I am predominantly using accommodator thinking, but this is informed by 
cycling through the other options available. In contrast, the lower right quadrant is where 
speculative and experimental design into the uses and forms of language and shared 
histories can be located, as mainly assimilator type of thinking. 

On the basis of the various projects I develop over the course of this research, which I 
document in my journal writings, I am able to propose a way to consider these as 
particular ‘types’ of knowledge as action domains. My intention is not to create a silo-like 
system or structure, but rather to describe a way in which, based on the theories about 
conversation, learning and design, my research can continue to be informed by my 
findings about the ways the conversational self can help my designing consider the 
constraints and enablements, the stakeholders, the environment, the implicit and explicit 
factors, my own motivation, relative to other self-interests and experiences. My 
understanding about how this might be achievable is based on my critique of the 
workings of my conversational self in the research process through my journals. I note 
frame shifts taking place in the journal writing, similar to Reymen’s (2003) reflection 
‘types’ for designing - which she suggests as new roles for the designer - ‘a project 
manager, namely that of frame coach, reflection guard, and move helper’( 2003: p3). 
What this means for my research is that I am gradually constructing a framework of 
possibilities for my conversational self to work with for any project I may introduce. As a 
framework of context, I can locate any project, and then begin relevant and detailed 
conversations using the five learning pairings, and my voices of self. What this offers me 
is a productive methodology for developing rich case scenarios, which are ongoing, and 
evolving, through my conversations with self.

In my uses of the five pairings, I saw that I was often diving into a conversation using a 
pairing which suited my mood, the activities or events which were happening, or 
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wanting to reflect upon the impacts or significance of particular aspects or environmental 
factors which I saw arising. In each of the five pairings, I recognised that often I was able 
to establish a conversation with 'Subject' self and 'Object' self voices where I could thrash 
out differences and confusions. These often resulted in insights and compromises with 
myself - at least, they provided me with much needed directions and options for 
development of many aspects of a particular project. These included both explicit actions, 
and recognition, through the conversations, of more implicit processes, which were taking 
place as each project unfolded. As I evaluate the workings of these five pairings in my 
journal narratives, I note how they actually work to shape and shift the direction of the 
conversations. In this way, I liken my adapted uses of them to what Pask terms ‘meta- 
levels’ in the conversations. That is, they operate as the guiding framework for the 
discussion, which supports the potential for critical re-directions of the flow of topics 
around context-specific themes. 

Layers of conversation in journal writings  

Glanville (2007a) describes the levels and layers which occur in conversation in his 
summary of Pask:  

iv) A conversation exists on several levels at one time. Pask argues for 2, a
meta-level above that on which the conversation takes place, to allow the
critical redirection, as well as the level of the conversation. I would add a
level below, a substrate that carries context.

Glanville comments on this shifting dynamic in conversations, and what he sees as the 
important role of context, as an additional shaping factor for conversations. 

v) The levels of a conversation can shift: the meta-level can become the level of a 
conversation, for instance, when talking about how to redirect
conversations: there will be a new meta-level above this and which we
discuss how to redirect our conversation about redirection.(Glanville,2007: 
p15)

Pask’s conversation theory also refers to the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ as having particular 
dynamic roles within conversational flows. This is discussed by Scott, Shurville, Maclean 
and Cong (2007), as the logical dynamics of conversational learning. They comment: 

Pask refers to learning about “why” as comprehension learning and 
learning about “how” as operation learning and conceives them both as 
being complementary aspects of effective learning. These distinctions allow 
Pask to give a formal definition of what it means to understand a topic. 
Understanding a topic means that a learner can “teachback” the topic by 
providing both non-verbal demonstrations and verbal explanations of “how” 
and “why”. 
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Pask notes that conversations may have many levels of (sic) coordination 
above the why level: levels at which conceptual justifications are themselves 
justified and where there is “commentary about commentary”. (Scott,B., 
Shurville,S., Maclean,P., Cong,C., 2007: p 1497)

Pask’s theory emphasises the role of non-verbal communication in the process of talking 
back into the conversation. In my drawings project, I note the occurrence of talk-back 
through the role taken by my drawings as I build and explore specific topics. In this 
process, I also see how I consistently hold conversations about the ‘why’, and the ‘how’ 
of my topics using the meta- level of a dialectical pairing. In this drawings project, which 
is self-oriented, I make more use of the pairings of ‘apprehension/ comprehension’, 
‘reflection/ action’ and ‘doing / being’. Using this pairing construct, my entries always 
address two sides of any situation or topic. As part of the way I am now writing my 
entries, I find myself automatically ready to be more discursive, and ready to discuss any 
topic that comes forward, once I have committed to the use of a particular pairing and 
allowed the conversational voices of ‘ss/ os’ to begin their dialogue. As a result, I ‘allow’ 
my writing to range freely, across a topic, which expand details in any direction about the 
‘why’ and ‘how’ of my process. 

In my conversations about my uses of the five dialectic pairings I am effectively evoking 
a new ‘meta -level’ about how to ‘redirect’ the conversational redirection. This is a 
conversation about conversational dynamics per se, which is highly encoded by my own 
personal style of writing and attributing associations, as forms of agreeing, disagreeing, 
and agreeing not to agree. This personal coding emerges as a result of the application of 
my journal format, as topics emerge, as meta, and sub-layers shift and flow across each 
journal text. My evaluations of the journals shows an awareness of self  in the context of 
a range of other self perspectives, as interactive, recursive collaborative participants, for 
making value judgements about a particular situation. As a result, my journal generates 
my acceptance of difference, and a willingness to listen for the emergence of these 
different perspectives towards shared, situated value judgements, as my own learning 
from this particular project. The importance of being able to listen well for designers is 
described by Nelson & Stolterman:

Being in service as a designer demands a heightened and refined ability to 
‘listen’. To hear to what is pressing for expression as much as what is being 
expressed. It is important to utilize notitia in this task (Hillman 1992). 
Notitia consists of an act of attention that is complete and uncompromising, 
that senses every nuance, that can bring into focus details and patterns of 
connection that elude more passive encounters with real world situations. 
Notitia allows a relationship of true empathy to form between the server and 
served.(Nelson & Stolterman 2000: p3)
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The process for listening to the new thinking which is generated in the journal is mainly 
managed by my host voices, ‘ss /os’ who identify and note possibilities for my learning, 
as gaps or spaces from the journal narrative. In Figure 50 from the Currarong Drawings 
project case study I write in the pairing of ‘apprehension/comprehension’. In this 
exchange, ‘Subject’ self is negative and frustrated about the difficulties of the project, 
commenting on the difficulty of shifting beyond a ‘composition as the main thing, 
without recourse to the emotion or experience of the visual’. ‘Object’ self is reassuring, 
but also comments on the ‘why’ this might be happening with specific comments about it 
being a function of styles of working used in graphic design, assessment of student work 
and report writing. This entry ends with the quip by ‘Object’ self- ‘this is something you 
need to let go of’.
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Figure 50: Journal extract: Currarong Drawings
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Internal conversational dynamics 

In the development of layered levels of conversation, I note how my voices of ’Subject’ 
self and ‘Object’ self start to assume both ‘I’ and ‘You’ forms of address to each other. As 
a new development in my journal writing over time I was initially uncomfortable with 
this revised use of the ‘I’ and ‘You’ voices. As a result, at the time of writing I edited the 
journal entries - reverting my writing back to the pattern of address which had been 
already established between ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self voices. I then realised that 
their conversational dialogue had actually become wider and richer in its range, as a result  
of a sense of familiarity with each other, and a need to take up more than one (tense) 
toward each other. As a result, what took I saw taking place was a richer and more in-
depth conversational ambience as a form of these participant voices talking-back to each 
other through the writing as conversations in the journal. 

With reference to Pask and Glanville’s description of conversational meta-layers, I note 
the significance of the group dynamics within my conversational self, and recognise that I 
can trace conversational layers exchanging place, and shifts of directional flow overall 
through the uses of different voices in conversational groupings with each other. For 
example, I can have ‘ss /os’ in conversation with ‘Me’, or alternatively, with ‘We’. I can 
have ‘ss/ os’ talking together as ‘We’ or as ‘Me’ . ‘You’ is another mutable voice. It is 
characterised by being at the completion of a particular thought (as Archer’s ‘mature’ 
voice of self), but is also the tense used frequently by ‘os’ back to ‘ss’ and vice versa. In 
the same way, ‘I’ gets used by ‘ss’ and also by ‘os’ as they deliberate separately, and then 
to each other. By tracing the uses of these tenses, I have an enhanced ability to read the 
talk-back of my conversational self, to read between the lines of what is written, to note 
the shifts and flows of conversational layers which are governed by the uses of a 
particular dialectic pairing, as the ‘meta- level’. 

‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self shift and change the identity which they have developed as 
particular personality features - ‘Subject’ self is often divergent, anxious, identifying 
challenges and emotional states, whereas ‘Object’ self is positive, reassuring, and also 
introduces external perspectives more frequently. Whilst this is the ‘status quo’ of their 
relationship, they can also change positions, and adopt each other’s stance. Figure 51 
shows ‘Object’ self becoming more reflective, speaking as ‘My’ self and ‘Your’ self at the 
same time to ‘Subject’ self who describes the activities and techniques which were used 
in the studio that day. 
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Figure 51: Journal extract: Currarong Drawings

This conversation continues to be unclear, the sense of an unknown dynamic going on 
with the drawings. The talk-back from the journal shows how I consider the drawings as 
part of the development of a particular topic without discussing these directly. At the 
same time as writing the journal I am exploring sketches and drawings. Figure 52 shows a 
series of drawing responses about the topic ‘Casey’s Corner’ using different visual 
techniques and styles. Firstly, I sketch the landscape of the house, in a rough style. This 
captures a sense of the house as part of the natural space, as maybe a tent, a structure 
which has an open aspect to the outdoors. I then study my photographs of the back 
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verandah, and next combine the chairs and furniture with a re-worked drawing of the 
outside theme as a social space. I introduce my monotype printing technique into this 
version. I then evaluate the three works together, and finally make the last piece, the 
purple hued colour painting which depicts a sense of the social space which is 
precariously balanced on the edges of the verandah. My concept process has taken me 
from an exploration of the external natural setting, to explore the furniture ‘in situ’ and 
then to combine elements of these works into the final purple painting. As a final end 
point, this painting is also unfinished, it asks more questions about how I am developing 
my visual treatments of these concepts, which takes place through my journal writings as 
I evaluate and study what I am doing/have done. 

      

                         
Figure 52: From 'Currarong Drawings' book  

In evaluating the journal writing as research case study I note the discussion around both 
why topics are relevant and of interest to the project as well as how I can develop these 
through my drawings. In turn, the drawings I generate talk back to the journal, leading to 
revised thinking and insights. The conversational flow is also influenced by the various 
interjections of ‘I’,’You’, alongside ‘Me’ and ‘We’ self . As a result of these interplays, I 
perceive the flow and exchange of several layers and patterns within the conversational 
dynamics. In addition, I note the significance which is given in my journal to the specific 
contextual influences for both the ‘why’, and the ‘how’ I am developing the overall 
project.  What becomes clear to me as a result of writing about the processes involved 
through my journal conversations is that I am able to chart my way through these 
drawings as the visual works ‘speak to each other’ as voices of self in critical and 
evaluative ways. As a result, this conversational exchange and agreement about certain 
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actions and processes becomes stabilised over time with the emergence of a sense of 
personal progress as agreement from the conversational self about techniques and themes 
which form the basis of the project intentions.    

         
Commentary about the commentary 

As Scott et al comment above, Pask identifies the level of co-ordination ‘above the why 
level’ where ‘conceptual justifications are themselves justified’ as a conversational 
‘commentary about commentary’. In Figure 53 I write an entry as ‘reflection/action’ 
where the conversational flow is a commentary on the commentary - the reasons why I 
choose to write in any of the five pairings. This entry is also an example of the process of 
‘subject’ self and ‘object’ self engaging in talk-back with the shift of tenses, which I 
mention earlier in this chapter. The commentary from ‘Subject’ self discusses why I 
mostly use ‘reflection/action’ and ‘doing/being’, and notes that I have shifted away from 
using ‘apprehension/comprehension’ so much. ‘Subject’ self notes that this is possibly 
due to a sense of being more involved in the project, not at the beginning stages, which is 
where I used ‘apprehension/comprehension’ more often. 

In the Figure 53 extract as researcher/writer at the time of writing, I deliberately alter 
‘Object’ self’s uses of the ‘I’ and ‘Me’ tenses to the more detached use of the ‘You’ tense. 
The alterations are in bold to show how these changes were made in the journal at the 
time. In my confusion, I try to erase these references, and end up with these symbols as 
visual highlights in the entry, as my changes draw attention to them on the page. I then 
realise the significance of these alternate persons, as the development of the relationships 
between the two voices of self, as an extension of their conversational ambience in 
conversing together as ‘We ‘ self. The original (unaltered) journal entry reads: 

“ I think - I act. At this point when I feel stuck I just have a series of exercises to get on 
with. This takes me back into the visual play zone. I remove myself from the anxiety of 
having to be literal and everything having a meaning. For this week focus on a series of 
actions to extend your ‘vocab’.”  

What is interesting about this shift in my uses of the particular tenses in this extract is that  
it shows how ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self are both active speakers and listeners. That 
is, whilst they have an apparent style of thinking similar to Kolb’s learning styles, they 
also use each other’s styles, in their uses of the ‘I’ tense, and the ‘You’ tense for 
responding to each other. 
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Figure 53: Journal extract: Currarong Journal

In Figure 53 ‘Subject’ self reflects on the apparent shift in the journal writing away from 
the use of ‘apprehension/comprehension’ and suggests that this is possibly due to the fact 
that the project is now well underway - that this initial pairing is mostly useful in my 
journal writings at the start of a particular project. As commentary on the commentary, 
this shows how the five pairings continue to be meta- layers for the directional flows of 
my conversations. In Figure 53 ‘ss/ os’ also discuss preferences for uses of the five 
pairings. ‘Subject’ self comments on how, at this stage of the project, ‘I’ seem to have 
shifted from mainly using the first pairing (‘apprehension/comprehension’, towards uses 
of the 'reflection/action’; and then 'doing/being’). 'Object' self is also wanting to write in 
the 'I' tense', which I had designated for my 'subject' voice. In this extract, I was 
changing this to 'You', trying to maintain a distinction between the two, as separate and 
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discrete conversationalist subjects. I eventually saw that this was an important part of 
their interaction, and allowed it to continue, without alteration. My reading of this is that 
up to this point is that I had developed quite distinctive characteristics for each voice (for 
'Subject’ self, and for 'Object' self). One of the characteristics of this distinction was that 
'object' voices was often directive, whereas 'subject' was often anxious, emotional, and 
tentative. At this point in the journal process, where I am working on a project about 
personal approaches to drawing and self-expression, they begin to develop a new way to 
converse - each becomes both ‘I’  self  and ‘You’ self exchanging views on two levels in 
the journal text. This is then compounded with the emergence of more active 
conversations by my 'We' self and 'Me' self voices in this particular project journal.

In Figure 54 ‘Me’ self (as an agreed state between ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self voices 
from previous exchange), discusses the ‘how’ of my process, as a ‘reflection/action’ 
conversation. This notes drawing and printing techniques which have resulted so far from 
my drawing project. ‘Subject’ self outlines these, and ‘Object’ self gives three different 
responses which are more about the ‘why’ of my project . As responses to ‘how’ these 
‘why’ answers re-direct the conversational flow towards a new level. They offer this as 
reflections about new ways of working, which involve a shift away from  using a 
‘photographers eye’ to drawing as a practice which employs techniques in a ‘more 
intuitive, almost offhand way.’

 

  173 

Ch 5



             Figure 54: Extract from Currarong Drawings journal
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Journal summaries as commentary on commentary 

As part of my process of evaluation of my journals as a research approach, my Journal 
Summaries (Appendices 1A, 2B, 3A) also provide a way to critically and factually 
evaluate the journal writings as a form of commentary on the commentary. In these 
summaries of the journal writings as narrative and textual flows, I identify key themes, 
topics, and conversational dynamics which took place as the various 'voices' converse. 
This revealed patterns and features of my journal writing, as practice-based research 
outcomes and findings. Figure 55 from the Journal Summary (Appendix 2B), for 
Currarong Drawings, shows how the method of summarising these conversations from 
the journal writing did assist me in revealing insights about conversational dynamics and 
emergent themes and processes. In the following extract, I am negotiating the new 
presence of 'We' self and 'Me' self voices. I note that I am debating my uses of (with 
myself) of the different five framings, and self consciously considering the differences 
and nuances between them for my positioning of voices, and rhetorical styles. This shows 
the emergence of topics, questions, and ideas, as speculative and reflective musings about  
the kinds of themes which I was working with. This initial stage of the journal was where 
I was beginning to identify topics for my drawings. This led me into later journal 
conversational themes about my particular techniques and drawing processes for 
visualising. This summary of several journal entries shows how the flow of conversation 
works across different levels - as it gets re-directed through agreement by ‘Subject’ self 
and ‘Object’ self voices working together as an agreed ‘Me’. 
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       Figure 55: Currarong Drawings Journal Summary extract (Appendix 2B)
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With greater agreement (as ‘Me’ self ) in this journal I observe the coming together of my 
topics, from personal experiences of place; and my craft skills, as tacit operational 
knowledge which I bring to the visualising practice. This is discussed in Figure 56 
Journal Summary (Appendix 2B) which begins an interesting phase of my conversations 
with self in this journal, as I am consciously keeping several voices going at once. I am 
aware that I have here a logical mindset for describing and noting the procedures and 
craft processes I am working with, and also, a fluid, creative 'voice' which observes and 
comments on the results of my drawings and visualising. In this extract from the journal 
summary, I again note the appearance of a ‘tension’ between the two voices (‘ss/ os’).
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Figure 56: Currarong Drawings Journal Summary extract (from Appendix 2B)
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My uses of pairings as conversational types 

The following tables shows the breakdown of my use of the five conversational pairings 
across the journals and the projects. I introduce this as information for the purposes of 
clarity about my usage of these journals as part of my research, not to show or suggest 
that greater use of any one of these pairings was significant. The journals provided me 
with a working space, which is not as I see it, quantifiable in terms of facts or trends of 
usage. Rather, the format and the complexity of conversations with my voices of self 
provided me with a rich space for understanding the role of my own conversational self in 
my designing. Across these initial journal entries, I write often in retrospect, and also 
thinking forward, to what needs to happen. I make my selection of the pairing to be used 
based on the starting theme or flavour of my intended commentary. As a became more 
familiar and comfortable, my entries often started with one pairing, then shifted to range 
across other pairings, which are implicit within the dialogue. What is important is that my 
format provides a means to capture a diversity of personal thinking, emotion, and patterns 
from my own design practice which often seem unimportant and incidental at the time of 
writing. 

The references to uses of pairings in the following  tables ( 6,7,8) show that I did use all 
five of the pairings, but not in any particular order, and some more than others. As a 
starting point to introduce any theme, I often use A/C, as very personal space for 
expressing my own feelings and fears and anxieties. In retrospect, I see that this opening 
pairing is really powerful - it enables me as speaker to say almost anything. Much of what 
I say in this A/C pairing mode is picking up on things which are in the back of my mind, 
or things which I just have to say, to express, in order to then move on the next stage, 
which is R/A. In R/A, a natural progression to the next pairing, I am able to take stock, to 
regroup, to arrive at a plan of action, or at least consider my options. Table 6 shows my 
twenty entries for the entire Sci-High project- April 2005 to July, 2007. This includes the 
entries for both the facilitation process and the making of the TV pilot. 
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       Table 6 : Frequency of usage of pairings in ‘Sci-High’ journal

R/A is the style I use to write up the initial plan for the Sci-High project proposal. As a 
space for thinking about a project as a series of activities, which come together in some 
way, it was useful as a way of thinking back, and then forward, whilst grounded in the 
present situation. D/B was again different. It is the space for thinking more holistically 
about why I was doing particular things, and also the realities of how the doing of the 
project was affecting me personally, as playing out of the abstract proposal.  That is, the 
reality of the situation, set against the intention. In D/B, I discuss both the securing of the 
funding for the project - the reality of the project going ahead, and what that means, as 
well as the workshop with the high school students. I previously discuss the plan for that 
workshop as R/A. In that entry, I express my frustrations and emotions about the way 
things are going awry, and then use the discussion to put together a plan for the next 
workshop. I also use D/B to discuss the challenges for the production shoot in the studio, 
which involved managing a large number of resources and contingencies.  

I see that in this journal, I don’t use I/O a lot but often discuss external stakeholder 
relationships in terms of managing the events and activities. The pairing R/L is useful, as 
it is a means of considering the project pieces almost like a jigsaw, as different activities 
occur. R/L is also used to evaluate the reception of the final project by the stakeholders, 
and to observe and comment on this in terms of the success or otherwise of the 
objectives of the project, which is to build emergent social and cultural networking. 
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Overall, the journey revealed in this journal is intensely pragmatic, and full of responses 
and possibilities most of which emerge as a result of what is happening, and butting up 
against the realities of resources, communication issues, and divergent stakeholder 
expectations. The final TV pilot met its objectives, and on that level, the project as an 
innovation in creative media and design as community engagement and learning was 
successful. 

Table 7 shows my usage of the five pairings in Currarong Drawings. The selection of 

pairings used in this journal often flows from one to the other as continuous entries, 
where I am also developing drawings as part of the journal writing process. There are 
thirty-one entries, predominantly combinations of R/A and D/B. In my application of 
these pairings, I found they attend to each other as natural progressions of thinking, as the 
cycle of idea moves into action, then is considered and gone over through the stages of 
reflection in the conversations. 

                     
         
                       

                        Table 7 : Showing frequency of usage of pairings 
                                   in ‘Currarong Drawings’ journal
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As shown in  Table 7, my use of the pairings for this project was mostly in the R/A and 
D/B states of mind and thought, about the drawings process. These entries in the journal 
were mostly made in my studio as I worked on drawings and visual concepts. As part of 
my process, I also worked with a range of photographs as references. This was an 
important process, as it gave me an immediate insight into the different tacit knowledge I 
apply, in different ways, when using a camera, compared to the uses of my hand in 
drawing and sketching.

Table 8 shows the usage of the pairings in Signs and Cultures. Beginning in December 
2007 this project took place for just over one month with the final entry in January 2008. 
Having the conversational space provided by my journal as a process of practice-based 
research was a way to re-engage, to get back into the space of visual thinking after a 
period of absence from the actual writing process. In this journal, I use R/A as my main 
conversational pairing, as I am constantly in the mindset to question how I am 
approaching the project which I have established, to self-consciously explore dialogical 
relationships through in my visual designing. I also use I/O and R/L frequently, in relation 
to the visual composition itself. In this way, I treat the visual space as a negotiable field of 
possibilities framed by the overall project constraints which I have already set up. 
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                     Table 8 : Showing frequency of usage of pairings 
                                in ‘Signs and Cultures’ journal

In my application of Baker et al’s five conversational learning pairings I recognise ways 
in which they enabled me to shift my focus, to move across different spaces, taking up 
different perspectives and constantly reviewing what had been previously discussed by 
my conversant voices of self. As a result, narratives emerge, as  what has been generally 
agreed, or not, as the direction for decisions made, and actions taken. I become aware of 
my own patterns of working, as preferences and as styles of thought and action which 
have spatial and conceptual qualities. In adapting the dialectic learning pairings my 
research methodology provided me with the opportunity to develop a rich understanding 
about a situation from multiple perspectives. As my voices of self - ‘I’, ‘Me’, We, ‘You’ 
and various combinations of these in pairs and groupings, my research has provided a 
space for deep learning about the richness of my own learning through conversations. 
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What I learnt as a result of working with my journal format, was the ways in which, once 
I had accepted the presence of it, my conversational self became an increasingly active 
presence in my design decision-making. As a result, I was able to harness its 
contributions more effectively into the journal writing, rather than ignoring it, or not 
accepting its role. Once I began to do this, my research became much richer, and I was 
able to document more details through the different voices of self by accepting their inter-
related matrix of dialogues and connections. As a result, I observe the ways in which I am 
able to write about the workings of different kinds of affordances as processes of doing/
knowing which result from the interactions between my tacit and explicit knowledge. In 
the next chapter I introduce theories about affordances and knowledge, and then describe 
examples from my journals about how my conversational self ‘talks-back’ to reveal the 
workings of particular affordances in my designing. 

In the next chapter, I discuss how the affordances of story, genre, and environment were 
evident in my project designing. My journal methodology provides me with a means 
through which I can locate any project around knowledge exchanges and flows, and then 
begin conversations with my voices of self to produce meaningful dialogues about the 
project context. As a result of my journal writings, I note how these conversations reveal 
and describe the workings of knowledge affordances in my design projects. As my ‘ss /
os’ voices, and with my other voices of self, I converse about affordance processes which 
include aspects of story, genre, and the external environment. My journal methodology 
offers a way to continue these discussions to reveal the workings of knowledge 
affordances working in my designing as story, genre and the impact of the external 
environment. My research findings as a result of evaluating the journal case studies 
provides new knowledge about how I can introduce dialogic approaches for the design of 
visual artifacts; and for design in community service engagement contexts. 
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Chapter Six: Knowledge affordances 

Knowledge emerges as affordances which are based on 
sharing, and exchanging (explicit) stories combined with (tacit) 
genres.

Genres are dynamic processes which engage with the social 
logics of reflexive meaning-making.   

Visual 'texts' are material affordances, which result from using 
different kinds of knowledge in social contexts. This draws 
upon tacit/explicit; propositional/operational/ and reflective/
reflexive processes within a design practice.

As material affordances, visual ‘texts’ are interactive 
conversations, which take place between the designer, and 
others, around a particular context. 

The affordances of context and my conversational self 

In this chapter I discuss the workings of affordances in my designing, and the ways in 
which these are produced and explored through the ‘talk-back’ of my journal 
conversations. My understanding of the notion of ‘affordance’ concerns the material 
nature of designing artifacts as well as the influences and impacts of an environment, as a 
process which produces affordance. In previous chapters I have described the workings of 
experiential knowledge operating in social learning cycles and how I have integrated 
these understandings into my research, as topics and themes for my internal 
conversations. I have also introduced descriptions about how my conversational self 
‘talks-back’ about the workings of different forms of my own knowledge and knowing 
which as Polyani suggests, work together, to acquire each other. In this chapter I intend to 
bring these aspects of my research together around a generalised understanding about the 
workings of affordances in my designing. I introduce theoretical frameworks, followed by 
a critique of some journal examples which show how my conversational self provides key 
insights and directions for understanding the workings of different kinds of affordances. 
Firstly, I introduce Cook & Brown’s description of how conversation provides the 
generative link for managing the relationship between new knowledge and knowing as a 
doing action:  

 conversation is a practice that does epistemic work: it is a form of knowing. 
Knowing entails the use of knowledge as a tool in the interaction with the 
world. This interaction, in turn, is a bridging, a linking, of knowledge and 
knowing. And bridging epistemologies makes possible the generative dance, 
which is the source of innovation. The generative dance, within the doing of 
work, constitutes the ability to generate new knowledge and new ways of 
using knowledge – which knowledge alone cannot do. And which the 
organizations of the future cannot afford to neglect.(1999: p 394)
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The doing action which they describe is similar to what I have described throughout this 
thesis as the process of becoming, as sharing and negotiating through conversations with 
my self produces a stabilising effect and decisions and new knowledge emerges as part of 
my designing. the methodology which I have employed to develop this is through the 
particular journal format which I have introduced and developed in this thesis. I have 
shown how my uses of this particular journal format have revealed to me the workings of 
my conversational self as a unity and presence of self active within my design decision-
making. Cook & Brown’s description of the work of ‘knowing’ as a conversational 
dynamic process supports my research, which is grounded in the ontological value of 
conversation as a learning through languaging. Cook and Brown (1999) refer to the 
pragmatic interplay of the conversation as a powerful force for ‘organizational 
innovation’: 

We hold that knowledge is a tool of knowing, that knowing is an aspect of 
our interaction with the social and physical world, and that the interplay of 
knowledge and knowing can generate new knowledge and new ways of 
knowing. We believe this generative dance between knowledge and knowing 
is a powerful source of organizational innovation.(1999: p 381) 

This description is a form of call to action - to acknowledge the transformative 
dimensions of doing within conversations as a framework for understanding innovative 
practices. Cook and Brown (1999) comment on the significant role of doing in the world, 
as what they describe as 'affordances' - which are knowing outcomes from the acts of 
doing: 

Dynamic interaction with the world opens the unique realm in which 
knowing takes place… We hold that dynamic affordance and knowing play 
an essential role in how knowledge – explicit and tacit, individual and group 
- is generated, transferred, and used in organizations. (1999: p390)

As part of the knowing /doing process, Cook & Brown propose a particular set of 
interactions between tacit and explicit knowledge, for individuals and groups which 
produces knowledge affordances. These are given as four distinct domains or states 
around knowledge/knowing, which are ‘concepts’, ‘skills’, ‘stories’, and ‘genres’ shown 
in Figure 9 (also on page 36). For the individual, concepts are things that an individual 
can explicitly know and express, such as rules, formulas, etc. Skills are tacit individual 
expertise in using machinery, computer software, riding a bike, etc. Individuals operate 
through a self-regulatory approaches, using consensual co-ordination which could be also 
described as a relationship between tacit (skills) and explicit (concepts) actions as part of 
knowing in the world. 
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Figure 9: Cook and Brown (1999: p 391): forms of knowledge affordance

The delineation of these particular forms of knowledge as affordances is important for 
design as it names the ways in which content, form, concepts and skills can be understood 
as both processes for practice as well as discrete entities (as artifacts). For example, by 
understanding and being able to conceive of, story as an affordance of shared knowledge 
content and genre as an affordance of shared knowledge forms design can then engage in 
meaningful placements and characterisations of these as shared and negotiated approach 
to design. As affordances, these forms of knowledge thus need to be understood as both 
practice processes, as well as discrete forms and artifacts. In both of these categorisations, 
knowing is the means through which these affordances take place. Cook & Brown 
describe how genre affordances occur through the sharing and negotiating of 
epistemologies (as conversational) which involve what they term both ‘possession ’and 
‘practice’. These are registers of value where the nuances of rich individual, personal and 
shared interpretations (possessions) and attributions (practices) can be played out through 
the processes of conversation. Thus as a result of knowing conversations (as practices), 
shared encodings (possessions) evolve. 

Cook & Brown’s model describes these interactions of exchange between ‘possession’ 
and ‘practice’ as dialogic interplays of explicit and tacit knowledge and knowing, 
working within situated interactions with social and material contexts. Thus they 
characterise ‘genres’ as not only discrete possessive forms such as ‘novel’ or ‘crime 
thriller’, but also as the activities and artifacts of organisational communication practices 
-for example, the uses of memos, emails, and the like in organisational contexts. They 
describe how these are practices which occur as a result of constant negotiations in 
business environments, which take place through ongoing conversations (1999: p 391) in 
organisational settings. As a result, knowledge and knowing work together to generate 
material affordances, which represent shared and negotiated understandings. 

What is significant about their theory for my research is the importance given to the work 
of conversation to produce affordances of  both ‘practice’ and ‘possession’. In the 
conversational dynamics of my journal writing  I observe the productive and creative 
ways my internal conversations introduce and absorb narrative themes drawn from 
personal and everyday experience to inform my design thinking about the TV script, the 
final video DVD, the suite of drawings, and the series of photo-layouts. I note that my 
journal conversations range across the uses of story and genre as discussions which 
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involve deliberations about both ‘practice’ knowing as well as ‘possession’ as artifactual 
knowing conversations. My journals provide a space for conversations with self to 
explore affordance through both practice and possession as a coming together of multiple 
perspectives. This is made possible by the structure of my journal format, which allows 
me to explore several different parallel perspectives around a topic, where I can locate my 
subjectivity inside the process, and also at the same time., outside it, for commenting and 
questioning the gamut of possibilities involved in the doing of the project. 
My approach using the journal format in this way is productive and useful as it enables 
me to trace doing as the influences and impacts of particular environments, as well as the 
processes of production which involve tacit and explicit skills and thinking. An example 
of the former is in the Sci High project the fact that the high school only responds well to 
faxes, that their email system only allows them a very small personal employee space, 
which is mostly full. This fact was not discovered until well into the project, and it 
accounted for many of my unanswered questions and requests. An example of the latter is 
in my Currarong Drawings project, where I deliberate about my uses of particular 
printing techniques in conjunction with the development of key themes based on personal 
associations. In this example, the doing of my conversations enables me to draw out the 
intangible and non-verbal dynamics of my propositional and procedural knowledge, 
working together to produce my drawings. The drawings are unresolved artifacts which 
result from the ongoing conversations my conversational self has about the relationships 
between my tacit and explicit knowledge. My conversational self works to identify key 
moments of transition, as instances of knowing-in-action, where my tacit and explicit 
knowing are shown working together in practice contexts through doing actions. 

Stories and genres - shared knowledge and knowing

For groups, Cook and Brown describe a quadrant of explicit group knowledge named 
‘stories’, which are the use of explicit phrases and metaphors in group communication, 
shared stories about success or failures etc. These are semantic encodings which are 
implicitly loaded with values and commonly held attitudes to actions within that social 
and cultural environment. Tacit knowledge possessed by groups, termed ‘genres’, is the 
quadrant which Cook and Brown (1999) find the most instructive of the four quadrants 
they describe. Genres as knowledge affordances are tools for understanding and 
interpreting texts, as: 

frames for understanding and interpreting what we read, without which a 
text could be utterly baffling or dangerously misleading. We read or ‘take in’ 
a text one way if we understand it to be a novel, quite another if we think it is 
a biography. Importantly, it is the meaning of the term “novel” or 
“biography” that constitutes the genre, not the actual text or the meaning 
the text acquires when it is understood to belong to a given genre. As literary 
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historians would remind us, this meaning is constantly evolving and 
undergoing a kind of implicit negotiation among writers, readers, and 
publishers as they read and discuss texts. (1999: p391)

Cook & Brown describe the important work of these organizational genres, as (tacit) 
shared public knowledge which is embedded in physical and social artefacts and 
activities, as what they term epistemologies of ‘possession’ and ‘practice’. For 
example,’possession’ describes the ways things are done in particular organizations, such 
as work flows, or communication styles. They suggest that understandings of genres have 
particular value for understanding the social and cultural values tacitly held in-common, 
in organizational cultures, which are described as evolving over time, through ongoing 
negotiation by participants in the group. Their affordances - material objects - represent 
implicit encodings, which emerge as a result of butting up against the constraints and 
shorelines of project works, as an ongoing set of pathways and cycles.  

Their description of the affordances as ‘genres’ and ‘stories’, can be read in the context of 
what J.J. Gibson (1966) defines as affordances - as the contributions made by cognitive 
and sensual human interactions and perceptions within environments. Together, these 
theories about the nature and function of affordances provide an interesting space for 
reflexive thinking about how genres are encodings, as transferable patterns and forms.  
Gibson's theory of affordances suggests the ways in which perceptual associations and 
exchanges impact the situation as interactions which take place with the external context. 
Greeno comments on Gibson's theory of affordances: 

The idea is quite straightforward. In any interaction involving an agent with 
some other system, conditions that enable that interaction include some 
properties of the agent along with some properties of the other system. 
Consistent with his emphasis on understanding how the environment 
supports cognitive activity, Gibson focused on contributions of the physical 
system. The term affordance refers to whatever it is about the environment 
that contributes to the kind of interaction that occurs. (Greeno,1994: p338)

Gibson's theory of affordances provides insights about the role of perceptual and 
cognitive physical elements in design situations. Based on his theory, one is constantly 
rubbing up against the constraints within a particular project, as in everyday life. This is a 
textural, emotional and sensory cognitive human dimension as the affordances of the 
environment. These theories both highlight the primacy of interactive processes - for 
Gibson, as a result of subjects coming into contact with everyday activities; and for Cook 
& Brown, the knowing work of conversations, which generates knowledge as the shared 
affordances of explicit story and tacit genre; and as the individual affordances of explicit 
‘concepts’ and tacit ‘skills’. In order to further develop an understanding about the ways 
tacit and explicit forms of knowledge and knowing are theorised in design, I research 
writings about knowledge and knowing as what is termed ‘propositional’ and 
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‘procedural’ forms which are ways to describe the processes of interaction between tacit 
and explicit forms of knowledge in practice-based research. I believe that these terms 
which I introduce below, are forms of practice affordance, as knowing actions which 
bring together tacit and explicit knowledge. Niedderer (2007) addresses the workings of 
tacit knowledge in creative practices through her description of the experiential 
knowledge field, involving a network of implicit and tacit forms, which are underscored 
by all being in some way, experiential. This research, which is based on a survey of 
relevant literature about mapping and understanding knowledge and its meaning for 
design research, emphasises the significance of this for practice-based research - as a 
means to better understand and manage its application for, and as, design researching. 

Niedderer's (2007) description is based on distinctions and definitions of 'tacit /
explicit' (Neuweg, 2002); and 'propositional/non-propositional' (Williams, 2001; 
Grayling, 2003). Niedderer explores these distinctions, as having the potential to 
significantly inform creative research practice, through phenomena of knowledge, 
understood as states, as actions, as transformative moments, insights and practices. She 
articulates ways in which tacit and experiential knowledge can be revealed and discussed 
as evidential support for research - as new knowledge in practice-based disciplines. Her 
argument traces the relationships between propositional, and procedural forms of 
knowledge. She quotes Grayling’s explanation of knowledge as being ‘justified true 
belief’, in an intention for analysis of more propositional forms: 
  

Grayling (2003: 39) explains that the definition of knowledge as justified 
true belief ‘is intended to be an analysis of knowledge in the propositional 
sense’ rather than of knowledge that one might gain by being acquainted 
with something or someone, or that enables someone to do something (skill). 
(2007: p7) 

Niedderer describes her research as seeking tools which engage with the 'practical, 
experiential, personal, or tacit knowledge which can evade verbal 
articulation.' (Niedderer, 2007; 6). Based on thinking through of the possible forms for 
revealing and articulating tacit knowledge as creative research, she concludes by 
suggesting a set of three kinds of knowledge - propositional, procedural, and experiential. 
These frames for different kinds of knowledge can be used to map the workings of tacit 
and explicit knowledge for creative practices. She proposes that experiential knowledge 
can be understood as the platform around which propositional and procedural knowledge 
is shaped. She stresses that this is a contextual framing, not a deterministic one: 

From these considerations, I would like to draw some tentative conclusions 
on the relationship between the three kinds of knowledge by proposing that 
experiential knowledge be taken as the basis for the other two kinds of 
knowledge. In this way, propositional knowledge can be understood as the 
norms and principles by which to understand experiential knowledge, while 
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procedural knowledge can be understood as experiential knowledge in 
action. To avoid misunderstanding, I would like to add that this proposition 
remains firmly rooted in Williams’ contextualist framework, and is not a 
fallback to foundationalist principles, but simply tries to describe in more 
detail the relationship between the different kinds of knowledge.(Niedderer, 
2007: 9)

This quote suggests that propositional knowledge is defined as knowing which can be 
substantiated by fact or credible evidence. Procedural knowledge, which can also be 
termed 'operational,' relates to knowledge and knowing about skills and processes for 
production within creative practice. Both of these kinds of knowledge and knowing have 
tacit and explicit dimensions. They both draw upon a diversity of experiential knowledge 
and knowing as the project process unfolds. This is knowledge from lived experience, 
from prior action, and which can also be understood as emotional and intuitive (Bastick, 
2003). The interactions between these kinds of knowledge take place in an iterative and 
contextual way, moving back, forward and across the space of the project in synch with 
the personal conventions of an individual's specific approach to their own practice. 

     Figure 57: Niedderer (2007: p9): the orthogonal relationship of propositional 
            and non-propositional knowledge to explicit and tacit knowledge

Figure 57 shows this interaction, as explicit and tacit knowledge are described relative to 
the workings of propositional, and non-propositional knowledge. This defines more 
clearly the inter-relationships across these modes of thinking and knowing; and doing and 
knowing. This also supports the notion of a holistic field theory, which extends beyond 
dualities and which is similar, in principle of being a field of interactions; to the EITS 
metaphor described above, where knowledge transfers are described as occurring through 
processes of conversational exchange and deliberation. 

My journal writing format provides me with a means to make explicit the workings of 
propositional and procedural forms of my own knowledge and knowing which Niedderer 
describes as propositional and procedural forms of knowledge. I understand these as 
affordances of my practice activities which describe and reveal the dialogic interplay of 
my non-verbal tactile and textual practice-based activities and processes. In my journal 
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writing, I believe I have touched on this process, by finding a way to discuss and reflect 
upon the workings of my own knowing, as affordances for practice. For example, the 
following extract from my Currarong Drawings journal shows my internal deliberations 
about the transition of concepts (propositional knowledge), across into drawings, through 
uses of particular techniques (procedural knowledge). 

In Figure 58 which is a ‘ranking/linking’ and ‘outside in/inside out’ conversation 
‘Subject’ self comments about what is taking place - as an evaluation of drawings 
completed. This is written as a combination of descriptive, factual, and evaluative 
language. ‘Object’ self replies by noting the role of ‘tasks’ which underpin the drawing 
process. ‘Object’ self also suggests the role of ‘re-working’, and an emphasis on 
identifying the workings of ‘lines, colour, space, tone, line, textures, etc. ‘Object’ self 
comments that “It’s a pulling away, a ‘wrestling’ with your own ideas” which are a 
bringing together tacit and explicit knowledge and knowing within the journal context. 
The comments made by ‘ss /os” in this extract highlight the ways in which the 
conversation is both about the process of coming together, as well as a critique of how 
this is happening. That is, it shows the conversational self as both participant and 
observer of the process.  

        
 Figure 58: Journal Extract - Currarong Drawings 
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Overall, as a result of this kind of conversational dialogue, my journal shows the ways in 
which I can identify particular kinds of semi-tacit transitions as my concepts are 
interpreted into drawings, through a process of repetition and re-working. As a result, I 
suggest that these spaces of knowledge content are context-specific, but nevertheless, 
they can be described, but are not static but rather, they are processes of becoming, which 
are productive. Thus my journal talks-back through the narrative of my conversational 
self as stories which ‘tell’ about a particular context, where propositional and procedural 
meet, as an instance of knowledge emergence. This kind of narrative has, I believe, a 
place within research methods for practice, around the uses of narrative forms for 
generating and revealing these instances of knowing-in-action.

Thus, my research around the role of the conversation self as a significant ‘other’ in my 
design thinking provides me with insights about the workings of affordances in my 
designing. That is, as a result of my research approach, my conversational self can trace 
pathways of stories, where they originate, how they are influenced by the particular 
environment of the project from other comments and discussion. This takes place as 
journal talk-back to inform how I understand the agreements reached between my-self, 
and self-as-other, about the decisions made for the design of visual layouts, and 
photographic styles. These are collaborative decisions, where I discuss the processes of 
thought and action, with references to past, present and future. They are also influenced 
by my understanding of the social nature of these as design artifacts. I refer back to my 
model for design as social knowledge contexts, and I now introduce the dynamics of 
knowledge affordances, as particular flows and forms of exchange which I understand 
working across this contextual field for designing. In Figure 10 (also on page 39) I 
introduce an axis for ‘genre/story’ to show how this spectrum of knowledge works to 
shape the design of both form and content, as affordances of both practice and artifact.

Figure 10: My contextual field of affordances for design (2)
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I align this vertically to show how genre affordances gain impetus within a public shared 
space for knowledge exchanges and flows, whereas ‘stories’ originate within more 
personal knowledge flow contexts. I also align ‘propositional /procedural’ as new terms 
for my construct of social knowledge networks. This axis shows how propositional 
knowledge engages with public domains, as conventions and artifacts of knowledge for 
public service and thought; whereas ‘procedural’ is located in the lower personal 
quadrants, as affordances of doing, as craft and experimentations in language, form and 
creative expression. 

What I see as a result of these new layers is a richer and more holistic contextual field, 
offering further ways to engage with my conversations with self, and other self. This 
supports my interest in being able to identify instances of new knowledge emerging, as  
stories and genres working as both artifacts (possessions), and practices of languaging 
through conversation. In order to better understand the ways that ‘genres’ and ‘stories’ are 
understood from a literary and film studies perspectives, as both artifacts and textual 
practices, I research theories about genres as textual practices  - as Chandler’s ‘instances 
of repetition and of difference’. 

Genre theory and textual production

I quote Chandler (2000), who summarises some key understandings about ‘genre’ from 
literary and film studies, as textual practices for ‘genre’ work:  

It is seldom hard to find texts which are exceptions to any given definition of 
a particular genre. There are no 'rigid rules of inclusion and 
exclusion' (Gledhill 1985, 60). 'Genres... are not discrete systems, consisting 
of a fixed number of listable items' (ibid., 64). It is difficult to make clear-cut 
distinctions between one genre and another: genres overlap, and there are 
'mixed genres' (such as comedy-thrillers). Specific genres tend to be easy to 
recognize intuitively but difficult (if not impossible) to define. Particular 
features which are characteristic of a genre are not normally unique to it; it 
is their relative prominence, combination and functions which are distinctive 
(Neale 1980, 22-3). It is easy to underplay the differences within a genre. 
Steve Neale declares that 'genres are instances of repetition and 
difference' (Neale 1980, 48). He adds that 'difference is absolutely essential 
to the economy of genre' (ibid., 50): mere repetition would not attract an 
audience. Tzvetan Todorov argued that 'any instance of a genre will be 
necessarily different' (cited in Gledhill 1985, 60).

What is significant for my research from the above quote is the theorisation of ‘genre’ as 
a space where ‘instances of repetition and difference’, and as individual ‘instances’ which 
are contextual, unique framings of texts within language. Frow (2006) provides particular 
insights into the structural dimensions of how genres are understood as configurations of 
written literary, texts. He describes three aspects for understanding ‘genre’ as formal 
organization, rhetorical structure, and thematic content. Firstly, formal organization 
involves the planning of the material properties, the material qualities of layout, 
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typography, grammar, syntax, sentence structure etc. Whilst his work is about literary 
genres, what is relevant for my research is the way in which he includes, and refers to 
formal qualities for visual genres, which he terms 'other representational media': 

For paintings they might involve ways of organising the texture of the paint, 
the relationships of mass to colour and line, and the relation of the painting's 
lines of force to each other and to the frame. At the level of story and 
character, formal organization involves the shaping of the temporal and 
spatial relations of the projected world, the quality and duration of actions, 
and the relation between the central narrative 'voice' or perspective and the 
figure of the author, on the one hand, and the represented world on the other, 
which in turn sets up a certain temporal relation between the present of the 
narration and the narrated time. (2006: p 74)

Frow comments that formal organization of the text engages with stylistic choices about 
figurative and/or literal representations, which carry with them a more non-verbal 
dimension for the spaces of reading. Secondly, the rhetorical structure of a genre, which 
is about the positioning and receiving of the messages contained within the text, as what 
he terms a 'structured situation of address'. 

This structure may be either immediate, as when two speakers are present to 
each other and speaking in their 'own' voice, or mediated by more or less 
complex projections of voices or perspectives from actual or implied 
speakers. At the most general level, the speech situation organises relations 
of power and solidarity between speakers (or their textual representatives), 
and organises the kinds of semantic intention they bring to it. (2006: p 75)

Frow comments on the representation of this aspect in other media forms: 

Credibility, authority, and emotional tone are effects of these rhetorical 
relations and of their formal expression in the syntactic and intonational 
nuances of discourse (or the corresponding forms of model nuancing 
available in other media: photographic realism or impressionist suggestion 
in nineteenth-century painting, for example). The degree of formality of an 
utterance (its decorum) is another of the ways in which both a relationship 
between speaker and hearer and a set of implications about what kind of 
world is being projected from it are conveyed.(2006: p 75)

Thirdly, Frow comments on the thematic content of the genre, which he suggests derives 
from lived and shaped human experience. This is the domain of personal associative 
networks of meanings, which I have described working closely to influence and shape the 
emergence of social knowledge and knowing.   

In formal terms this shaping is expressed as a set of topoi, recurrent topics of 
discourse, or as a recurrent iconography, or as recurrent forms of 
argumentation. In music we might say that it is expressed as the emotional 
tone characteristically carried by musical forms.. In those genres of 
discourse that tell stories within a recognisable world, the thematic content 
will be kinds of action, the kinds of actors who perform them, and the 
significance that accrues to actions and actors. (2006: p75)
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What he describes here is the ways in which actors and actions define represented worlds 
which have their own internal organizations of space and time, of fantasy and fiction, 
which are specific to the each text context. Frow qualifies his three structural dimensions 
with two key points. Firstly, that there is always considerable overlap between these three 
dimensions, which can and are often expressed in terms of each other. In this sense, he 
describes each of them as containing properties of each other - they are each formal 
rhetorical, and thematic. He stresses the significance of both the formal and rhetorical 
dimensions in shaping meaning-making: 

Each of these dimensions can be thought to be thematic in the sense that 
formal and rhetorical structures always convey meaning: an understanding 
of this is central to my argument about genre. (2006: p 76)

Frow describes the workings of genres as a dialectic between textuality and structure, - 
'textuality as an effect of structure which in turn transforms it' (2006: p 143). He quotes 
Threadgold's comments about this as both a schematic structure, and a dialectic 
performance: 

Threadgold suggests that we must think in terms of a dialectic between these 
two moments, and thus 'teach the interpersonal and textual characteristics of 
genres, the probabilistic, dynamic aspects of their performance as well as 
their schematic structures. (Threadgold, 1989, p108) 

Frow highlights the primacy of what we can learn from genres, and about the social 
aspects they convey. He quotes Miller, to stress the value of communication which can 
occur as a transferable set of relations through understandings of genre:

What we learn when we learn a genre is not just a pattern of forms or even a 
method of achieving our ends. We learn, more importantly, what ends we 
may have.. We learn to understand better the situations in which we find 
ourselves and the potential for failure and success in acting together. As  
recurrent, significant action, a genre embodies an aspect of cultural 
rationality.(Miller 1994 ,p 38 in Frow: p 144)  

Frow's emphasis on the integral and linked relationships between and across textuality 
and structure in textual genre work, has particular significance for visual design practice - 
as Miller’s 'cultural rationality'. That is, every element and aspect included, or trace has a 
potential meaning and impact in conveying a sense of inherent values, as an interpretative 
framing of a cultural or social logics. This suggests genres as ‘instances of repetition and 
difference’ for communication contexts which are negotiated amongst author/s and 
audience/s. 
Frow’s writings about genre describe understandings from literary and cultural studies. 
His writings stress that genres need to be understood as ‘what ends we may have’, as a 
way of learning about shared meaning -making and the potentials for that as a practice 
which embodies a ‘cultural rationality.’ What this suggests to me is the practice of 
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designing, and in particular, the ways in which for visual design, one engages with textual 
production through a sharing and negotiating of content and form. Thus, genres 
understood through textual practices are processes of shared encounters, they are 
propositions, arguments, points of view, which are negotiable and contestable. What this 
highlights is again, the primacy of the process whereby they come into being, as one of 
sharing, of negotiation through the discursive interplay of two or more participants in 
conversation. The shared and conversational dynamic which occurs may take place 
through the text itself, and/or be discussed in the processes of production.  

Conversations about story and genre in my journal writings 

The significance of being able to locate, understand, and frame ways for working with, 
and through, stories and genres in visual design became increasingly important as I 
carried out this research. In my evaluation of my journal writings, I note how I become 
increasingly engaged with drawing out the formations and textures of all manner of 
stories and anecdotes - from my own personal experiences, and shared with others. In the 
journals my voices of self have conversations about ‘story’ and ‘genre’ where they 
discuss the design development of uses of particular genres such as the community TV 
pilot genre, and also the uses of stories as particular content for my drawings and photo-
essays. The conversational self also notes and discusses the impact of particular external 
influences on projects - for example, the interaction with the high school where faxes 
were the preferred mode of communication, as an affordance of the organisational 
culture. In order to develop this area of my research, to better understand the ways in 
which stories, genres, and environments can be understood as affordances of and for my 
designing, I next introduce selected stories and workings of genre from my journals. My 
aim is to critique these to show how the conversational self , through the journal, provides 
me with the space for insight and for understanding holistically what is possibly 
happening, and what options I have available as a result of understanding the workings of 
knowledge affordances in my designing. 

Sci High and the affordances of environment 

I have already introduced my discussion about the design of the TV pilot script, in my 
chapter about encoding and my adaptation of Boisot’s social learning cycle. As 
introduced in Chapter 3, the pilot script design involves the uses of different kinds of 
‘story’ which are conceptualised as similar to the workings of conversations as shifting 
levels of exchange and interaction. The concept map emerged as a result of the 
conversations held around this time in my journal, as a way of responding to the 
overall environment of the project. In this way the environmental affordances of 
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interacting with different cultures, social groupings, expectations, resources and time 
constraints, all were significant influences on how as a team, we were able to develop the 
project. The concept map was thus made to structure the TV pilot in a way to reflect all 
these constraints. My journal conversations show how as project manager I was able to 
weigh up these aspects through the interactions of my voices of self. 

The final structure of the script links three distinctive narrative strands as forms of 
conversation, with each telling a different, yet related story. The community TV half-hour 
format provides its own stylistic and formal conventions as a particular form of genre.  
The final script was a collaborative process, which was contingent around the available 
resources, for filming the student actors, and for working together with limited production 
resources. The topic of nano-technology is explored as several distinct story themes, 
around sun screen protection; solar energy; and stain resistant fabrics. Each of these 
themes is explored in a specific scenario, where the high school student actors present and 
discuss the knowledge, through humour, and personal comments. This was a pragmatic 
process, which took place mainly in script development workshops. Sci-High offered the 
high school students, and university production assistants, a range of ways to learn about 
the complex processes involved in scripting, producing, acting, and editing community 
TV content. It also met the expectations of the institutional stakeholders, and the student 
interns. The complexity of the organisation, planning, and production processes took 
much time and thought. As my journal conversations show, these were all the affordances 
of the environment of this project which shaped the final outcome. In Figure 61 the 
conversation comments on the value of using the journal methodology for thinking 
through the ways in which the affordances of the environment (the stakeholders) has been 
introduced into the design artifact, as a form of metaphor for the project in a visual design 
form. 

Figure 59: Journal extract: Sci High
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The Nature of Value Assigned to a Design Outcome

The affordances of the environment can thus be understood originating in the aims of the 
stakeholders involved in the Sci-High project. Their initial objectives were strategic 
interests for building a new set of possibilities as new relationships and networks. In this 
instance, what was sought was a practical and tangible outcome (the pilot TV program) 
which had the potential to forge new processes for working across the diverse stakeholder 
interests. What was ‘in-common’ was a commitment to the project as the means through 
which new relationships and social dialogues could be further developed. In this sense, 
the Sci-High pilot represents a design value which is part of a continuous process of 
social development. Its value as a design outcome is that is encapsulates the problems and 
tensions of working together, as new ground is established and negotiated between 
diverse interests and institutional practices. This value is tangible (the TV pilot exists and 
is available for broadcast on community TV). It is one example of a response to the 
complexity of interactions which took place during the conception and production stages. 
In this sense, its value is that it opens up new questions about what might be achieved in 
future projects, by making evident some of the complexities involved which can then be 
taken into account in future network projects. These insights were relevant for both the 
stakeholders who have a greater understanding about what is involved in this form of 
social networking, as well as being instructive for my own design practice. That is, as a 
way of researching the space of myself (as designer) working inside the design system, I 
gained new insights about my own design management practices as a result of 
comprehensively documenting key events and developments, as both participant and 
observer of the process.

As a coming together of new parties to build a relationship between them, as stakeholders 
and partners in an educational media project, this was a challenging project. What I find 
particularly interesting though is the way in which the journal talk-back assisted me in 
mapping the complexities involved by suggesting ways to work which do actually help 
manage the difficulties. In this instance, for example, the journal discussions help 
articulate a solution for how the complexity of the script can be managed  by making it a 
metaphor for the network, and significantly, in structuring it as a series of linked 
conversations. In hindsight, I can now observe how this involved making an associative 
connections between ‘I’, ‘You’, ‘Me, ‘We’ as representing a range of viewpoints about 
different stakeholders. At one point after the first draft of the pilot had been seen, the 
academics became upset about the uses of their footage as ‘bloopers’ at the end credits, 
which were removed from the final version of the TV pilot program. They felt that this 
undermined their sense of identity and integrity, even though it was felt by the design 
production team consistent with the overall tone and style of the program. This incident 
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created some unfortunate tensions, and was an issue which I could have managed much 
better. I discuss this in the journal, and what happened. As a result of this incident I 
realised how much more vigilant I needed to be in my own judgement and attention to all 
details. The difficulties encountered around this episode highlights the powerful role 
being played by the affordances of the environment of the project for shaping the 
direction of the project. In this sense, my role as project facilitator was critical in 
maintaining an overall sense of direction, and for the making of discerning and prescient 
decisions which were about the management of small, but significant details. 

What this characterisation provides is a way to begin to ‘unpack’ and engage with the 
particular situation as a broader understanding about its social knowledge networked 
properties of flow and exchange. I employ my understanding about this through building 
topics of conversation for reflecting about the networks, exchanges and flows of detail, 
information, opinion, and personal thinking as intuitive and rational judgements which 
draw on prior experiences. As I engage in my internal conversations further details about 
a situation are made more apparent as a wide ranging set of observations and 
perspectives. What this produces is a depth of knowledge about how I may understand 
that situation, and my own patterns of practice which I understand can continue to change 
and evolve. 

In the Sci High project, for example I am designing in the social quadrant for ‘scientific/
public’, which is a knowledge flow space of ‘diffused/ and abstract’. The social 
knowledge environment thus involves establishing values for trust, authority, and a sense 
of integrity. In this way, the external environment of stakeholders shapes the final 
outcome (design artifact), which seeks to highlight the integrity and authority of the 
stakeholder network of university, training partner and high school sector. Thus my 
design decision-making takes place with reference to these key imperative of this social 
knowledge network context. 

In my photo-essay project Signs and Cultures, I describe a different set of knowledge 
affordances which I locate in the social knowledge network space of the lower right 
quadrant as ‘topical/common sense’ and ‘concrete’ /‘diffused’. In this quadrant the 
qualities of the affordances which I am working with are those more specifically about 
experimental visual textual practice. I begin to develop my narrative in the journal writing 
around terms and topics which pertain to my understanding of this project as a particular 
configuration of social knowledge flows and exchanges across diffused / concrete and 
personal /public understandings. As part of my methodology, I develop a narrative stream 
about the project through my journal conversations. As a result of an initial scoping out, I 
then begin to explore in greater detail the themes and topics I have initially established, 
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using the talk-back from my journal as a guiding and enabling structure. The value of this 
design outcome includes personal observations and assumptions, in suggesting ways in 
which I might continue to explore possibilities for working with multiple viewpoints 
within a visual narrative, which in this case is about the relationships between individuals, 
and public signage in local environments. This case study explores through the journal 
writing the interaction between initial research and concept development, and possibilities 
for formalising these through photography and visual narrative texts. In the process of the 
journal writing as conversational interaction, themes emerge about implicit patterns of my 
own practice based on prior expertise. In the writing, I draw attention to these implicit 
pathways, and question how and why I can utilise new approaches for production and 
visualisation. In this way, the journal writing is a transformative approach, as insights are 
made, leading to new reflections about my selection of tools for practice actions. 

 
Signs and Cultures - dialogical image constructs

My journal writings in this project, as a process for practice-based research  provide me 
with a range of insights and findings about the relationships between my procedural, and 
my propositional, knowledge and knowing, for my own visual layout and photographic 
image design practice. My journal entries are longer written pieces, and my conversant 
voices of self adopted a ‘team’ approach, self-consciously supporting and challenging 
each other as my conversational self. As a visual communication design outcome, this 
project aimed to produce a short print-based work, as a kind of experimental exercise in 
dialogic visual text-making.  

The content for my Signs and Cultures project involved an exploration about individuals 
and their everyday interactions with public signage as a kind of constraint or metaphor for 
those interactions. This project was a form of visual journalism, as a process of story-
telling which was narrative, possibly fictional, and although I had a strong sense of my 
own interpretation as the author, I was seeking to provide spaces for the reader to find 
nuances of meaning and shades of association, for their own enjoyment, interest and 
understanding. In the following extract from the photo-essay project, where I am 
exploring dialogic visual designing, my ‘ss /os’ voices define a set of key themes which 
have emerged from the wider conversational topics. The themes immediately suggest how 
I am configuring the direction for the project as a conversation about personal 
relationships with public signage, and the power of signs in everyday life contexts. My 
journal describes sketching of layout possibilities for three different narratives, as specific 
stories about public forms of signage where there was in every case a sense of 
interaction or conflict within the environment involving the signage in some way. This 
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leads to a process of story research for the three different contexts which I carry out and 
comment on through my internal journal conversations. 

The process of design development around these three stories takes place through longish 
entries, as long narratives about each situation. The range of aspects and details which I 
am able to cover through this approach is significant, providing me with a rich mosaic for 
the stage of visualising layout options. In this process I am exploring the particular 
uniqueness of each local context centred on the individual actors and their relationship 
with sign forms and systems in the local environment. My journal conversations ‘write’ 
each story as a detailing of thoughts and observations about the workings of signage 
systems and forms linking these actors with the signed landscape of work and social 
spaces, in both urban, and semi-rural contexts. I begin to construct my layout designs 
through my journal writing, where my intention is to work with the space of visual 
communication in an experimental way. My interest is in exploring the dialogic space of 
the essayistic visual form as a place where multiple points of view may be presented and 
organised together within the visual layout. In this way, I aim to explore how I can learn 
about this design process by exploring the project through the journal writing 
methodology to note down moments of transformation and becoming, which are always 
open for re-negotiation and further discussion in an open way.  Figure 60 as an ‘inside 
out /outside in’ conversational level has “ss /os” discussing the initial themes for 
developing the overall project themes. Eventually, these develop into three discrete and 
separate stories. At this point, the initial scoping conversation takes cues from my 
construct of social knowledge domains and reflects on the knowledge flows and networks 
which these signs interact with as part of public urban and semi-urban culture.
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Figure 60: Journal extract: Sci High
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In Figure 60, as the journal conversation progresses, ‘Object’ self asks why ‘Subject’ 
always uses three elements to get a topic started. ‘Subject’ self replies that this is an 
influence of personal construct theory, as ‘two things and one thing’. This goes back to 
my exercises with students, using Kelly’s construct theory”. This comment reveals the 
workings of a construct mentality in the journal. 

Figure 61 below shows my journal sketches about for visual elements and representations 
in the series of pages across the story as a whole. This includes visuals of the street 
entrance, a mid shot of the park, and the layering of a small sequence of images into a 
background image of the park and adjacent houses and green spaces. ‘Object’ self 
comments, as ‘I’  that the priority is to foreground the individual subject as the key 
semantic code in the storytelling. ‘Subject’ self agrees. At this draft stage of the layout 
designing, the two key host voices are working in agreement.  
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Figure 61: Journal extract - Signs and Cultures 
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Figure 62: Journal extract - Signs and Cultures

In Figure 62 ‘Object’ self speaks as ‘I’ to ‘Subject’ self as ‘You’, followed by ‘let’s do 
Jimmy’s garden now’. What this implies is a shared dialogic approach to the construction 
of the design layouts. “os /ss” speak as a team, as ‘we’, working together as the layouts 
evolve. 
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Figure 63: Journal extract - Signs and Cultures

In Figure 63 the layout continues to evolve, with refinements being suggested by both 
‘Object’ self and ‘Subject’ self, with ‘We’ also continuing to play an active role. I describe 
these sequential extracts to demonstrate how the process of shared and negotiated 
interactions between my voices of self, as my conversational self, evolves over time, 
as agreements take place through conversational exchanges. The sketches resolve into 
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final layouts where images and text work together as essays about each of the three 
stories. 

In Figure 64 the ‘Jimmy's Garden’ layout shows four related photographs which provide a 
range of details about the market garden set up, and the ways in which the hand-drawn 
signage conveys the information structure for purchase of available produce. The text 
caption provides additional information, which is from another voice, describing events 
which took place 'last year', when someone stole lettuces. 

                                  Figure 64: Layout for ‘Jimmy’s Story’

During the process of conversing about these layouts, and the research process where I 
carried out several photo-shoots and site visits, my conversational self continues to 
provide input and insights. In particular, the realisation which comes as a result of 
conversations about the ways in which I shoot particular photographs, as moments when I 
shift the camera, as my physical body reacts to the camera movement. Figure 65 shows a 
further insight comes as a result of the my journal conversations evaluating the range of 
photographs which I have collected for the three photo-essays. The insight is about my 
tacit knowledge working in the design process, observing how I am working with several 
styles of photography including documentary, portraiture, snap-shot style, landscape, and 
architecture. As a result of my journal conversations, I begin to engage with the 
differences and subtleties of these as discrete stylistic and semantic styles and aesthetic 
approaches. In Figure 65 I discuss the pleasure of working with the ‘architectural’ 
photograph, which are shown in Figure 66 below. 
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   Figure 65: Journal extract - Signs and Cultures
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The spreads from this project show these different styles of photographic work which I 
am now develop into layouts for the final project. With the benefit of my conversations 
with self and self-as-other, I have new knowledge about how my different stylistic 
approaches are different textual practices, as different kinds of knowledge affordances. I 
stress that my understanding about this comes through the journal ‘talk-back’. The new 
knowledge provides me with impetus for re-considering the layouts, and challenges my 
established patterns of shooting and framing, as embodied procedures of my own 
knowing, through practice. 

                                    

              Figure 66: Layout for ‘Laudy’s story’

The layout from ‘Laudy’s’ story in Figure 66 shows my collage of street ‘architecture’, 
using found signs and junk. This is stylised to highlight the personalities of the found 
objects and signs. In particular, I focus visually on the sign ‘NZ Fish and Chips’, which 
has a local significance for the community - it is a signpost for this part of the street, 
which asks questions of passers by, as the shop bears little relation to New Zealand, 
except for the sign, which is rendered in the New Zealand national rugby colours of black 
and white. 

 

  210 

Ch 6



Figure 67: Layout for 'Martine's story'

Figure 67 shows my first spread from 'Martine's story' as ‘portrait’ genre which is also 
‘documentary’. My layout spread introduces an image of this local council sign, 
announcing a 'trial' usage of the park for dogs, which will be monitored, and then a result 
made public. This is juxtaposed with a portrait of Martine, shot at the park, carrying out 
her cleaning. The genre of this story is implicit as a visual essayistic approach - using 
journalistic techniques of portrait and place-based photography, and a sense of local news 
and views. The sign itself is deliberately introduced as a dominant photograph, which 
needs looking up at it, as one would do as a visitor to the park. The portrait is 
unsentimental, yet friendly, and local. The leafy affluent suburb is framed within the 
background images. 

A dialogic methodology for visual designing 

As I developed this photo-essay project, my journals describe how I explored the 
construction of page layouts as textual forms which provide a space for interaction, for 
the presentation, and re-presentation of multiple perspectives within the story-telling 
process, aiming to introduce various points of view at the same time. As my journal 
writings reveal, in this project I am constantly considering the impact of different kinds of 
assemblage of various images in different relationships. I focus on  trying to find 
assemblage relationships where I can introduce different semantic concepts and then 
engage these, as dualistic and multiple perspectives working together to ‘tell’ the story. As 
a result of my journal conversations and the deliberations I carry out between my voices 
of self I am able to resolve the final layouts as visual stories. I realise as a result of my 
journal writing that what has become of interest to me is a broader engagement with 
different styles of photography, which I am now able to consider as a repertoire of 
photographic practice styles, one in light of the other, and vice versa. I relate this 
finding directly to the workings of my ‘conversational self’ from my journal writings 
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for this particular project. In order to further understand this as a particular methodology 
for visual designing, I research theories about the ‘dialogic image’ from Jan Van Toorn. 
Van Toorn’s visual design engages with genres of what he terms ‘visual journalism’ to 
introduce dialogic tensions within visual texts. He comments about his own dialogic 
methodological approach as a practice of creating interfaces between designer and reader:

Unlike the classic form of visual communication, the dialogic approach is a 
connective model of visual rhetoric with a polemic nature and polyphonic 
visual form. A storytelling structure that seeks to reveal the opposing 
elements of the message and opts for active interpretation by the spectator 
(Van Toorn 2006: p 1)

In his writing about his own practice,Van Toorn calls for a shift to greater social and 
ethical responsibility for communication design. The key thing he stresses is the 
engagement with a productive interaction across the visual field. The reader goes away 
with a sense of having exchanged some shared ideas, presented in a fluid visual semantic 
language. These sit within a field of semantic relations, which are analogous, coexisting, 
addressing each other, and informing each other:

“ a word, discourse, language or culture undergoes ‘dialogization’ when it 
becomes relativised, de- priviledged, aware of competing definitions for the 
same things. Undialogized language is authoritative or absolute…Dialogism  
is the characteristic epistemological mode of a world dominated by 
heteroglossia. Everything means, is understood as part of a greater whole – 
there is a constant interaction between meanings, all of which have the 
potential of conditioning others. Which will affect the other, how will it do so 
and in what degree is what is actually settled at the moment of 
utterance.” (Bahktin in Stam p187)

What is being considered here is the relationship which exists between the possibilities of 
meanings, and deliberate formalisation of forms of visual ‘text’ which offer multiple 
perspectives as moments of ‘utterance’. In effect, Van Toorn’s approach suggests the 
ways in which usage of a dialogic method offers a powerful constructive approach for 
visual design, as a means to engage with social knowledge and knowing as forms of 
storied telling as forms of visual design journalism and documentary. 

The message thereby becomes legible as the outcome of a process of 
integration and confrontation whose plural structure generates meaning in 
the dialogue between work and spectator. In short, it is a form that offers 
points of reference for the receiver, that is for the independent formation of 
opinion on the basis of his or her own experience or background. (1997:p 
165)
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This is a theory of communication design practice which describes a way in which visual 
design can deliberately re-frame the interpretative interactions as an interaction between 
designers and readers. Van Toorn’s description of his own approach describes this taking 
place through constructing narratives which employ multiplicity and compositional 
tensions, through using the space of the image as a ‘dialogic' as connective 
communicative medium.  Van Toorn (1997) comments on these semantic dimensions of 
story-telling through images as a process which has the potential to both represent and 
present at the same time: 
 

... the open system and the high level of reflexivity of the media culture offer 
us as designers, television producers, journalists – as intellectuals in 
general- very many opportunities for continuous interaction. A condition for 
this, of course, is that we recognise the spaces inside and on the margins of 
the institutions for critique and alternatives. …such a dialogical practice has 
the excitement of story-telling that represents and presents at the same time, 
influencing the way you deal with meaning, structure, and transmission. 
(1997: p 161)

In considering Van Toorn’s description of dialogical practice for visual designing, I note 
the similarity of his description to Pirhonen & Murphy’s (2008) ‘rich use scenario’ as a 
way to engage multiple perspectives together around a given situation. They describe how 
story-telling works in designing at both the level of design creativity, and also as a way to 
share and collaborate decision-making and designing with ‘users’. They comment on this 
as a way to create a dialogue of shared ideas between the designer, and the ‘user’ around 
the ‘details of the system’. As described below, this interaction results in a dialogic 
communication between multiple participants as designer and reader/user together 
construe a process of exchanges as shared and negotiated meanings.

The purpose of the rich use scenario is rather to generate creative input that 
focuses discussion on the details of the system. The level of detail included in 
the description of character and environment in the use scenario in this 
method can help to contextualize interface elements as well as inspiring 
creative design. The concept of rich use scenario provides a means for 
designers to encode their own ideas into the design while still achieving a 
level of group confirmation early in the design process. Rather than basing 
all design decisions on the preferences of a single designer, it is proposed 
that designs should be developed by triggering creativity from within a group 
to inspire imaginative design. (2008: p342)
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Thus, I am able to understand the connection and similarity between what is termed 
above the ‘rich use scenario’ and Van Toorn’s ‘dialogical practice’ for the design of visual 
texts. Through my approach to journal writing, I can deliberately draw out different 
voices of my-self and self-as-other to produce multiple perspectives around a particular 
theme. In this way, I am now able to engage with the careful construction and design 
production visual texts as rich use scenarios using this particular approach to dialogic 
story-telling. As I have introduced above, the stories themselves evolve and emerge as a 
result of my own internal shared experiences, which are then transcribed into textual 
forms and genres. My research in this photo-essay project has demonstrated how in 
practical terms, my conversational self provides me with a methodological framework for 
developing creative and imaginative interface designs for visual documentary genres. In 
terms of my theory about the ‘conversational self’, I now have an insight into my design 
practice in the knowledge domain which, after Archer, I term the ‘Me/Primary agency’ 
domain.  As a result of my research using the journal and my internal conversations in 
this photo-essay project, I now understand the ways in which I can further engage this 
methodology for my design practice, through the delineation of multiple perspectives of 
self, which I can then edit (design) as richly informed visual artifacts. 

The talking-back of my journal writings is generated as a result 
of my uses of a reflexive format for having internal 
conversations.  

My uses of this particular journal format encourages and 
assists me in framing multiple perspectives from my-self and 
self-as-other about my design thinking and decision- making.
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion

In concluding this thesis, I now summarise my research and reflect on my findings and 
their value and relevance for the discipline field of design. I look back to my initial 
research question, which asked how I could introduce a methodology for journal writing 
which then enables me to engage with multiple shared social perspectives in my design. 
My intention has been to explore the space of the designer as actor, working inside the 
design system, seeking to establish a systematic approach for a research inquiry which 
questions the selection of tools for my own designing, understanding that I am both 
participant and observer of the process. I thus define my role as designer/actor as being an 
integral part of defining Schön’s notion of the ‘materials’ of the situation: 

How can I develop a conversational journal writing 
methodology which enables me to develop and integrate 
multiple shared social perspectives to inform my design 
practice ? 

In answer to my research question, through the process of this research I have formulated 
a research methodology for conducting internal conversations inside my own practice, 
and tested this through application to several design projects. As a result of my 
endeavours in this research, I now have a range of understandings about processes of 
creative decision-making as tools which may be useful through the process of working 
with a conversational journal writing practice. What I propose as a result of this research 
is a framework for my design practice in this interior space which consists of three linked 
knowledge generating systems for locating and mapping the workings of my situated self 
as participant and observer within my design practice. This is a result of the development 
of my journal case studies to show the what I term my ‘conversational self’ as a 
knowledge generating and enabling construct involving an understanding about the 
situated self working within my design practice. As Enquist (2008) comments, the self is 
a distributed entity, which must be understood in relation to the particular situated-ness in 
which it exists:

When distributed to different artefacts, the self appears in a multitude of 
shapes, characterized not only by its materiality but also by the necessity to 
preserve at least an illusion of a core self. The experience of a continuous 
evolution of these overlapping “selves”, many of which are materialized 
together with others’ overlapping selves, cannot be captured by traditional 
design approaches, not can ethical aspects and conflicts of the right to 
express yourself through artefacts. .. No meaningful separations are 
observed between the human ecology and sociology and the artefactual 
ones. Instead, it is the whole system of people, practices, values, and 
technologies in a particular situatedness that is meaningful to pinpoint and 
elaborate. (2008: p 1)
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My research using journals has explored this notion of the situated self and its value for 
design theory and practice by establishing a framework for researching experiential 
knowledge contexts in various project contexts. What my research shows is the value of 
such a rigorous and consistent examination of my-self and self-as-other, as a 
methodological approach which involves uses of learning conversations to create rich 
narrative scenarios about the processes of designing. I have introduced a diversity of 
theories about experiential knowledge which provide a range of frameworks around 
which I have worked in a critical heuristic way to develop my findings. Social science 
theories about knowledge management describe knowledge networks, exchanges and 
flows across personal and public domains. My understanding of reflective types, styles 
and strategies informed by my reading and thinking about design theory and practice, 
specifically about the importance of reflection, and ways it had been theorised, studied 
and researched. Theories about the management of experiential knowledge are important 
for design theory, which asks how design practice be made more observable, more do-
able, more achievable, more attuned to understanding the qualitative integration of 
experiential knowledge. Underlying this is a recognition of the impact and role of 
experiential and tacit knowledge and knowing as the workings of designer’s own prior 
expertise as active and present throughout the design process. The answer to this question 
is, as Downtown (2003) comments, that it is only really possible to find out about ones' 
own reflective patterns through a detailed and consistent documentation of these 
processes and subsequent evaluation of them. 

Personal reflective accounts and self-interrogation may be the only ways of 
getting really close to what influences a designer and what really happens 
during designing.(2003: p 103)

As someone who keeps personal diaries inconsistently, I found this part of my research a 
challenging task - to self-interrogate, through my use of journals for recording and 
capturing a range of different information, data, and experiences. After proposing my 
model, as a field of possible topics for conversations with myself, I set about its testing in 
my journal writings. Initially dubious and not convinced, I persevered with it, and as a 
result of the first project, began to see its value, as a reflexive and productive 
methodology began to reveal workings of my interior self through internal conversations 
as a fertile terrain for exploring my own decision-making in the projects I was 
researching. My research approach evolved as a process of structured productive inquiry, 
where, through my personal journals, I am constantly self-doubting, acutely aware of all 
kinds of details and movements, whilst at the same time, able to see emerging currents of 
configured knowledge and knowing through my uses of, and evaluation of internal 
conversations through a developing understanding about voices of my-self and self-as-
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other. This results in a still and ready focus around that particular project, drawing threads 
into play, adjusting focus, and shifting direction and thinking styles as patterns and norms 
emerge.In my uses of the journal as a space for these different kinds of perspectives, I 
step back, and weigh up a range of options and considerations about parallel and ongoing 
issues and constraints, around the particular project. I then discuss this with my-self, and 
self-as-other and continue the conversations anew in further entries.
As my research using journals developed, I began to identify and map different modes of 
address for my-self and self-as-other. My first journal shows how I was able to gain some 
confidence in working with these voices for my 'self', and then begin to introduce them to 
a way of conversing, to draw out different nuances and topics for conversation about 
many aspects of each project’s design process. As my research progressed, I also saw 
these (self) voices grow and mature, through familiarity, and also through the natural 
rhythm of their internal reflexive dialogues. This led me to new insights about the 
complex ways in which this was taking place, through the journal working in conjunction 
with the unity of self construct, in dialogue with the particular contextual field of the 
project at hand. This resulted in my definition of three linked systems which work 
together to inform the ‘conversational self’ which talks-back in the form of highly attuned 
insights and understandings for constructively developing and creating new knowledge in 
my designing. 

Responding to the Research Problematic 

In the initial stages of this thesis, I discuss the research problematic of working with auto/
biographical material. I state my intention to find a generative framework for developing 
both a critical engagement with personal observation and prejudices, and at the same time 
a means to encourage new and inventive understandings about locating ideas and insights 
through design research. 

The auto/biographical journal format which I employ in this thesis is thus the research 
tool through which my insights about my own practice may be realised. The problem 
which I encountered initially was exactly how a suitable and constructive system using 
forms of personal journal writing could be established where self as ‘individual’ and self 
understood as forms of ‘other’ can be meaningfully recorded and recognised as the 
workings of my own internal decision-making. What I develop to address this 
problematic is a methodology for auto/biographical research which may be applied in a 
comprehensive and constructive way as a self-productive framework for design research. 
My case studies provided a range of design contexts where I have tested out the journal 
writing system, by locating and explicitly naming the various role and positions I 
assume as different kinds of ‘actor’ within each project. The delineation of these 
various forms of self (“You, Me, We, I”) is one of my key research findings, which 
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posits ways in which the designer (as actor) might productively and meaningfully define a 
series of interactive relationships towards, with, and through their own practice. In so 
doing, the designer invites multiplicity and interaction with different viewpoints, as a 
fundamental and implicit quality of designing which is able to critically accept and 
contextualise one’s own place as actor within, through and on the design process. 

As this research develops during the course of thesis writing, I explore the possibilities 
offered by my journal writing system through its application to the various case studies. 
What becomes evident as a result of the action of conversational journal writing is the 
interplay provided by the writing self itself through a process of thought, idea and 
subsequent response as ongoing possibilities which are framed by the project context. As 
this takes place, I grapple with how I can configure and bring together insights about 
stages of designing as a cyclic and iterative process - as initial analysis leads to synthesis, 
and then the work of representation and form-making as visual design outcomes begin to 
take shape. The process here is constant and always unfinished, as new possibilities 
continue to emerge and present new directions. As my self and self-as-other, I recognise 
my own actions within these evolving projects, and as a result, begin to understand the 
patterns and forms of my own decision-making as research findings from this thesis. I 
next summarise these case studies and what I note as relevant findings from each one 
which contributed to my proposal of the ‘conversational self’ as a new construct for 
conducting design research by looking inside the design system.  

My first project engages with design as facilitation and project management for the 
design of innovation in stakeholder networks and relationships. My journal begins with 
the exploration of Boisot’s social knowledge cycle stages as a way to strategically tease 
out detailed themes and topics about the project, trying to locate patterns and threads of 
knowledge and knowing which may be relevant and which could inform new directions. 
As this progresses, my voices of self, as ‘ss/ os’, begin to provide rich insights about the 
complexities of knowledge working within many levels of the project which engage with 
both internal and external factors and influences. These voices of self provide a form of 
cybernetic feedback looping which invite critical thought and questioning about the actual 
and possible nature of the materials of the situation (Schön). Through the journal 
conversations, as a researcher I am able to separate my person-self as forms of agency in 
my designing, and at the same time, continue with the project development, as different 
states of mind thought and action embodied in the participator and observer roles and 
interactions. In this initial project my ‘real time’ role was as overall project manager and 
design facilitator. I began to understand the ways in which the final community TV pilot 
as a design outcome was reflective of the stakeholder network, as a form of genre 
affordance of this social network, where the values knowledge and expectations of a 
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diverse group were ‘diffused’ in the TV program as a shared and negotiated semantic 
knowledge. I understood how this also reflected the ways that the cultures and social 
environments of the stakeholder network played an active role in this process - that these 
were also forms of genre affordance linked to the social knowledge context. 

As a result of this initial research, I was able to locate this project into my ‘You/Actor’ 
domain as a particular mode of practice which engages with institutional cultures and 
regulatory frameworks. The operational and procedural knowledge in this domain 
engages with tacit knowledge and knowing as implicit values and explicit rules which 
constrain and inform design activity for these public service policy contexts. The second 
stage of this project involved the design production of the community TV pilot as 
communication design, which needed to address and reflect the values and expectations 
of the stakeholders. As a result of the use of my journal approach, I was able to scope out 
a rich resource of stories from the stakeholders to inform the design development of this 
final outcome. As a direct result of working with my-self and self-as-other in journal 
writings I saw the value of introducing multiple narrative streams into the script of the 
TV program in order to produce an interesting and engaging TV pilot to meet the 
objectives we had established around building a new stakeholder network. What results is 
a form of proposal as a design outcome - the TV pilot is a hybrid TV format which tries to 
encapsulate the various stakeholder interests within the content as stories and experiences 
of different groups of students. 

The significance of this approach is that it both presents, and re-presents, the values and 
knowledge contexts of stakeholders which are shaped into the final TV program as 
information and knowledge about ‘nano-technology’. At the completion of this project, I 
was able to locate this TV pilot program within my research as a project which took place 
in the quadrant of my ‘We/Corporate agency’. In this domain, I understood the key 
features were a shared collective approach for development of a social discourse, which 
was by contrast to the facilitation part of the project, more open and negotiable around the 
particular production design using conventions of the community TV pilot genre. So far, 
the projects I had explored through my journals were located in the ‘public’ domain of my 
model for social knowledge. The facilitation of the Sci High project was service design 
for the institutional context, dealing with regulatory frameworks for the university and 
high schools sector. The Sci High TV pilot production also took place in this ‘public’ 
context, but in a more open space around the design production of the TV pilot based on 
the uses of shared stories and experiences to introduce ‘nano-technology’ as a new area of 
science studies for high schools. 

As a result of my evaluation of the research in the Sci High project, I am able to 
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identify the significant place of story-telling and the features and qualities of genres as the 
affordances of experiential knowledge and knowing. As a result, I continue to explore 
these aspects of story-telling through my Currarong Drawings project which is 
introduced as a personal project for self expression about notions of place and memory. In 
this journal, deliberations of my-self and self-as-other are extended to show an interplay 
of exchanges which take place between these voices of self, as participants in a insightful 
dialogue about the drawings taking place in the project and its overall direction as a visual 
and creative practice. I locate this particular project in the domain of personal knowledge 
as the ‘I /Self’ quadrant of my social knowledge practice. What I learn from my 
evaluation of this journal writing case involves a further understanding about different 
forms of experiential knowledge and knowing - as the tension between procedural and 
propositional forms of knowledge and knowing coming together through a craft-based 
practice, where I employ techniques for drawing and printing in conjunction with the 
concepts as stories from memory about this particular environment. The drawings which I 
produce as a result of this project have a resonance with the conversations in my journal, 
as instances of ‘knowing-in-action’ non-verbal responses to the journal themes and topics. 

The photo-essay Signs and Cultures project is then introduced, to develop visual story-
telling and an understanding about dialogic textual practices for visual design 
communication. In my research context, this project is located in the ‘Me/Primary 
Agency’ domain for social knowledge practice as a documentary genre for visual story-
telling. My intention in this space is to introduce multiple perspectives into the visual text 
as a result of my approach using the journal, where I am able to generate a diversity of 
perspectives for consideration. In this project, my ‘conversational self’ reveals the tension 
between the procedural aspects of my photographic practice as a craft-based set of 
patterns and routines, which I am able to challenge and learn about through the journal 
writings. This leads me to new understandings about the ways I am designing with 
different kinds of photo-based practices - as landscape, portraiture, architectural form, 
and documentary. In my journals, I am also able to explore the process of assemblage of 
textual elements around my interest in the dialogic image, which is influenced by Van 
Toorn’s critical communication design practice. 

By conducting research across the range of different design project contexts, I am better 
able to answer my research question, in showing how I can integrate intuitive and rational 
thinking in my management of design decision-making processes. What I have learnt as a 
result of undertaking this research is a new way to approach my design practice by 
explicitly and carefully contextualising my own role as different kinds of actor working 
within the designing. 
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Figure 13 (also on page 40) illustrates the concluding finding from my research in this 
thesis as three linked social knowledge systems for design practice. I have discussed the 
development of this diagram as a work-in-progress throughout this thesis, based on the 
introduction of a series of diagrams which show my findings, and how at every stage of 
the research, I have integrated new findings to inform my thesis. Figure 13 illustrates 
three intersecting interactive systems for design which work together as a methodology 
for exploring forms of experiential knowledge and knowing for designing. They include 
an autopoetic system as the journal construct; a unity of self construct which is active and 
enabling, as alopoetic; and the contextual field system for engaging with the social and 
textual possibilities for communication through design. The intersections of these systems 
produce the what I term the ‘conversational self’. 

Figure 13 : My model of ‘conversational self’ for design practice

Knowledge, Knowing and ‘Agency- Centred’ Design

Figure 13 illustrates my proposal for the ‘conversational self’ which can, I believe, be 
applied as a systematic framework for critical engagement with the internal space of 
design practice, where the designer (as actor) plays a critical role in internal decision-
making processes. Fundamental to the development of this model is an understanding 
about how knowledge itself can be understood as a social construction build upon 
experiential subjectivities, interpretations, and realities. As described by Boisot (1994), 
knowledge can be mapped as a process of flows as instances and experiences, which 
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can shift from the space of ‘uncodified/ undiffused’ towards integration and realisation as 
forms of ‘codification and social diffusion’ as they begin to take shape and inhabit social 
environments. That is, human beings live in the world through an ongoing dialectical 
interaction with social and material contexts. As such, knowledge becomes concrete as a 
result of the processes of knowing, as ideas and concepts become realised in the process 
of everyday life. In this thesis,  I have introduced a range of theoretical perspectives about 
how knowledge and knowing can be understood for design research which involve 
analysis, context mapping (through my journal writing methodology), and then realisation 
as production of visual design outcomes. The three systems which make up the space of 
the ‘conversational self’ in Figure 13 each reflect a means by which knowledge can be 
explored through investigation of what is known. Importantly, what is also revealed is 
what is not-known, as questions and possibilities for further action and reflection. My 
model here is based on an assumption that knowledge is not fixed, not stable, but to the 
contrary, what we know can change. By implicating and explicitly placing the designer 
within the frame, the designer is effectively part of the system - thus a significant and 
powerful influence upon what may be known, and what possibilities might be found 
through action. 

By introducing the designer as actor - as forms of self and self-as-other, I propose that my 
model for the conversational self addresses possibilities for exploring designerly 
knowledge through the lens of knowing which ultimately, and significantly for design 
research, offers a greater objectivity for practice by recognising the otherwise implicit 
role and power of the individual designer as actor within the design system. In Figure 13, 
I describe how this is what I term the ‘conversational self’ - an objectification of the 
designer as actor, working within the design system. The model thus places the designer/
actor at the centre of interactions between the three linked components of the overall 
system. The interactions take place between the learning system (autopoetic journal 
writing), the unity of self construct (configuring the self P-individuals in a web of 
conversation), and the contextual field which can be a useful means to define boundaries 
and problems for individual design project contexts (through the knowing interactions of 
propositional and procedural practices).  

As linked constructs for knowledge generation, the three systems in Figure 13 can be 
utilised for design thinking. They are methodological frameworks for developing a rich 
body of detail and information relevant to project contexts, which is made possible 
through the gateway they provide to new knowledge (as possibilities for invention, and 
interpretation) which in this research, takes place as a result of the process of subjective 
inquiry using  personal writing and documentation. What this offers is a way to 
configure and engage with a range of stakeholder perspectives which can be woven into 
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the narrative framework for an evolving design project. In order to clarify the exact 
properties of what I term the ‘conversational self’ at the conclusion of this research, I am 
now able to further describe the terms and relationships between the various levels, and 
meta- levels of what I term the ‘conversational self’ for design research looking inside to 
explore the dynamic possibilities for finding and inventing new knowledge. This is shown 
in Table 6 as my research findings for a construct of the design self as agency. What this 
diagram shows is the ways in which ‘agency-centred’ practice can work with a constrict 
from the conversational self, as a series of levels and meta- levels for internal 
conversational story-telling which explores and integrates personal and social knowledge 
and knowing. The term ‘agency-centred design’ is one which is associated with what is 
understood as ‘user-centred design’ but which, as a different way of thinking, places the 
focus for design on the investigation of agential stakeholders within the particular design 
situation. By identifying this key feature of design decision-making, my research findings 
locate and describe the ‘conversational self’ as a new way of considering research for 
design practice. My thesis about such an agency-centred design requires further analysis 
and testing, but it works for my purposes as a useful term to explain a generalisable 
theoretical framework for design decision-making. I offer this research finding as a new 
understanding for design, as the findings from my research. 
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Descriptive terms 
for self

Use of terms Scope of terms

1 my-self self-as-
other

General terms used 
to describe situated 
self as forms of 
agency in design

Ontology of self as 
multiple kinds of 
agency

2 ‘Subject’ 
self

‘Object’ 
self

Internal dialogue 
abbreviation used in 
journal: ‘ss/ os’
These voices use 
the ‘I’ and ‘You’ as 
operational modes 
to generate wider 
conversations

Operational mode for 
conducting internal 
conversations as 
person-self

3 ‘I / Self’ ‘You /
Actor’ 

Transitional 
state of ‘I’ and 
‘You’ 
conversations 
shifting between 
level 2 and 4

Archer’s terms for 
states of self which I 
develop through 
application in my 
‘unity of self’ 
construct

Domains of self as 
agency as participant 
perspectives about 
kinds of knowledge 
and knowing

4 ‘Me / 
Primary 
agency’

‘We /
Corporate 
agency’

Table 5: My terminology for self as forms of agency in internal conversation

Table 5 (also on page 94) illustrates the four levels of conversational inter-relationship of 
my theory about the ‘conversational self’ for design. I summarise my understanding of 
these levels of conversational agencies  as levels and meta -levels of conversation for 
design practice, which I call ‘agency-centred’ practice.  

Describing levels and meta-levels of the ‘conversational self’

The first level (1) of Table 5 is ‘my-self/ self-as-other’. As the initial entry point into the 
internal self as a ‘web of interlocutors’ (Taylor) this space provides a way to engage with 
any idea or thought which is made as an initial response in light of immediately sensing 
and acknowledging the existence of other possibilities for consideration. A response from 
‘my-self’ is followed by a response from ‘self-as-other’ which limits or frames the initial 
thought about the topic or situation. In this way, self becomes a practice of agency which 
is generalised for reacting and reading any situation. It thus allows the agential self to step 
back, to consider possibilities with which to engage as both participant and observer. In 
my methodology for mapping out these sources of self, the five dialectic frames of 
learning conversations provide the platforms for extending the details which come to light 
about the situation by further establishing meta- levels of through the discovery process 
of conversations. That is, I am able to select a frame, and apply my thinking around the 
dialectic tension it offers. For example, I may begin with ‘doing /being’ as the focus, 

 

  224 

Ch 7



then based on what is generated from that conversation between my-self and self-as-
other, I can shift to any other of the five frames. Their usage in my journals shows how 
these five dialectics offer a flexible yet consistent framework for self to explore at any 
point in time and place. 

The next level (2) is the ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self, which I abbreviate in the journals 
as ‘ss/ os’. As the primary operational mechanism for managing the voices of self, this 
conversational level works as a form of host for the unity of self construct, as the ‘person-
self’ who is deliberating about the design situation in real-time. In my journals, I use this 
operational construct as a practical way to enter the space of internal conversations. It 
offers a neutral starting point, which then selects a dialectic frame, and begins the 
conversation. In its application by my ‘person-self’, I note and observe the ways in which 
my ‘Subject’ self and ‘Object’ self become their own personas, with their own qualities 
and features. As I have described previously in this thesis, My ‘Subject’ self is often 
anxious and emotive, whilst my ‘Object’ self is more rational and oriented towards 
stabilising the situation, steadying the overall grounds for understanding and scoping the 
situation, then looking about for new details which are emerging from the conversations. 
It might be that my ‘Subject’ self can be seen as the more emotional response, which I 
can then unpack and explore through the intervention and interaction with the more 
rational ‘Object’ self. In any case, these two operational voices work in tandem as a 
dialogic companion pairing, as offerings from one to other, to generate a diversity of rich 
content as levels and meta- levels of conversation. 

As ‘I’ and ‘You’ voices of person-self, these voices also work within the construct of 
Archer’s four domains for the agential self, as the ‘I/Self’, ‘You/Actor’, ‘Me/ Primary 
agency, and ‘We /Corporate agency’ states of self. An important feature of this inter-
relationship is with the next level (3) of the ‘I/Self’ and ‘You/Actor’. Working through the 
‘person-self’ as an operating mechanism ‘ss /os’ dialogues provide a transition into this 
third general level (4) of the agential self, which is a space where the four distinctive 
quadrants interact, as one to the other, as a repertoire of multiple perspectives from self as 
agency.  Whilst these are analytical distinctions of the social self as agency, these four 
domains in level 4 of Table 6 can be described from my research evaluations as having 
particular features and qualities within my own interpretation of them working in my 
practice. 

As generalisable qualities of the self as forms of agency, these four domains of agential 
self can be called upon by the designer/researcher for internal conversations about 
experiential knowledge and knowing and social contexts. As active participants and 
observers for reflexive writing through journals they inform each other, as they are all 
present, and active, in internal deliberations. As a result, a diversity of perspectives and 
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viewpoints may be generated about how to engage with design processes at all stages of 
the project cycle. As forms of dialectical conversations the narrative content which they 
produce leads to new insights, which can then be used to inform the design process which 
is underway. What takes place as a result are forms of sharing and negotiation about 
project details and complexities. This results in agreements, or not, which then guide and 
inform decisions made in practice contexts. As a process of self-mediation this is a 
writing methodology which engages with a range of rational and non-verbal cognitive, 
perceptual and intuitive processes of knowledge and knowing as what I term ‘agency-
centred design’. 

‘I / Self’ : 

The self agency for personal inquiry, as a is perceptual, emotional, sensory, questioning 
and  curious domain for personal growth and self-knowledge, the ‘I /Self’ works 
primarily through self expression and engagement with one’s concrete experiences and a 
constant re-framing of one’s position as an individual engaged with the wider world 
through curiosity and interest. This voice of self is inclusive and optimistic about 
possibilities for learning through exploring all manner of events and activities brought 
into conversation as one’s skills and concepts. This agential self acknowledges prior 
expertise and life learning as what is ‘brought to the table’, so to speak, as the starting 
point for a design inquiry into a particular situation. The closest conversationalist for the 
‘I/ Self’ in my unity of self construct is the ‘You/Actor’ self agency voice, as a result of 
prior exchanges between these two voices of self in Table 5 at level 2. These exchanges 
have taken place  between ‘ss/ os’ in the real-world context of the journal writing. That is, 
these two agential selves work at two dialectic levels, as operational real-world ‘ss /
os’ (level 2) which then extend to incorporate this relationship in the next level. Thus ‘I /
self’ begins conversations with the feedback and input of mature ‘You /Actor’ self (level 
3). This interaction in turn provides entry into level 4 where the four general domains of 
self as agency are located. 

The complexity of this interaction is difficult to describe but I believe is a key and vital 
transitional inter-relationship which takes place in my ‘unity of self construct’ system 
shown in Figure 13. The deliberations which take place within this dynamic construct are 
linked to the uses of the journal as the foundational stable system. In the journal, the five 
dialectic learning conversations encourage and facilitate the transitioning of 
conversational levels and meta-levels, as contextual topics and themes are developed 
throughout the project narrative. The ways in which these interaction occur is a key 
dynamic principle of my understanding about the workings of my model for a 
‘conversational self’ as a result of evaluating and interrogating my own journal 
writings.   
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‘You /Actor’:

In this domain, the self as mature ‘Actor’ has recourse to all other voices of self, through 
a constant process of self-mediation and dialogue. As ‘Actor’, this agential self is the 
mature and resolved custodian of the emerging decisions about a particular design 
situation. In this way, this agency of self projects the narrative themes and processes 
which have shaped the particular design project  and is able to offer a depth of insights 
and reflexive thinking about how the particular decisions have been arrived at as a result 
of the internal deliberations in the unity of self construct. This takes place through 
transitional (level 3) as a process whereby ‘You/Actor’ agency of self (as ‘You’) voice 
speaks directly with the ‘I/self’ (as ‘I’) through the ‘ss/ os’ exchanges, to negotiate 
interpretative frameworks. In this public domain, these knowledge contexts for service 
design involve regulatory, proprietary environments and conventions where rules and 
structures shape existing abstract encodings. These are highly attuned abstractions, for 
specialist proprietary needs, such as computer software systems, legal, business, 
copyright and internal regulatory public and social information systems and governance 
processes. As ‘Actor’ in this domain, the ‘You/self’ agency of the designer has the 
opportunity to create negotiate and interpret forms of governance, to reflect and interject 
local rich use case knowledge in institutional contexts. This potentially leads to new 
approaches to pragmatic and speculative design decision-making skills and best practice 
for strategic innovation design.
‘Me / Primary agency’: 

Archer’s ‘Me/Primary agency’ domain is a shared state of internal deliberations which 
emphasises the commonality of inter-personal and concrete exchanges and interactions. 
As primary or first base agency, ‘Me’ has a shared collective social foundation, which is 
also based on internal beliefs and values. These position the ‘Me’ self towards 
engagement and commitment to communities of practice for change and new ways of 
thinking  which draw upon in-common cultural and social identities. For design, this 
domain provides a means to explore experimental design investigations into emerging 
forms of language and uses of technological forms and structures such as self-publishing, 
blogs, web-based systems and interfaces where new forms of subjectivity are possible 
through engagement with emerging and convergent technological media forms and social 
network interfaces.  

‘We / Corporate agency’:

This state of self agency operates in the domain of shared and negotiated public 
interpersonal interactions. This domain is where media discourses such as corporate 
advertising and brand design operate. Working with ‘diffused’ encodings of social 
knowledge, this domain is externally-oriented, towards the design of socio-economic 
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communication and information systems. This is achieved through a strategic linking of 
intentional messages  across different media platforms in the public domain. With an 
emphasis on shared and negotiated decisions about the design project, the ‘We/ Corporate 
agency  is a space for social and cultural interplay using stories and genres. This is a 
productive process which provides rich use knowledge about the shared and in-common 
features of textual and encoded social interfaces. 

Contribution to design research

The theory which I present in this thesis about the workings of the ‘conversational self’ 
have value and relevance for design practice and theory, as well as being a significant 
finding with ongoing relevance and application for my own design practice. I believe that 
my theory about the ‘conversational self’ introduces an approach for ‘agency-centred 
design’ as a research practice which emphasises connections between designers and 
stakeholders which engage with new ways to invent and interpret how knowledge can be 
created and realised for designing. As a result I establish ways in which design practice 
engages with creative and sustainable interfaces as open-ended processes of inquiry and 
possibility made evident as a process of languaging through conversations. I propose this 
theory as a generalisable transferable and useful methodological approach for individual 
designers and researchers to work closely with experiential knowledge in a rigorous and 
consistent way for design practice. My understanding of this has been developed 
progressively throughout this research, where I have integrated a diversity of theoretical 
frameworks about experiential knowledge and knowing through learning conversations. 
My theory begins with an understanding about the value of personal constructs as 
interpretative frames for exploring personal knowledge. My initial research explores the 
notion of the personal construct as a methodological approach for building learning 
conversations. As my research shows, when combined with an understanding of the self 
as different kinds of agency, personal construct methodology can be usefully developed 
as a form of reflective journal, for actively developing a range of thinking styles about a 
particular project into one’s design processes. 

In my research, I grapple with the challenges of trying to establish links between different 
kinds of design practice which involve both management and project facilitation as well 
as the design production of visual texts as design artifacts. This aspect of my research was 
particularly challenging as it required me to engage with a range of project contexts and 
concerns which provide a depth of complexity around what I am researching. In 
managing this challenge, I introduce a range of theories from information sciences and 
social psychology to establish a methodological framework for my investigations of 
project contexts as forms of social experiential knowledge which span across personal 
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and public domains. My research using journal writing shows how layers of tacit and 
explicit knowledge and knowing can be identified through the writing process revealing a 
multiplicity of perspectives within a design context. Figure 13 illustrates my 
‘conversational self’ as an affordance of the three linked systems which I have identified. 
As a space which seeks the formation of new knowledge and knowing my ‘conversational 
self’ is an abstract ontological construct which relies on an understanding about the value 
of conversational interactions for reflecting on knowledge through explorations of what is 
known (and by implication identifying what might be termed not-known). 

My three linked experiential knowledge systems which underpin the emergence of this 
model for the ‘conversational self’ show how I have understood the potential for 
developing what Krippendorff terms ‘ecological narratives’ for my own designing. I have 
achieved this through unpacking the processes whereby I am able to identify and explore 
a wide range of knowledge complexity as rich details from my experiential storehouse of 
knowledge and knowing. The three parts of my overall schematic model can be utilised as 
a flexible entity, for assisting in qualitative management of design projects by working 
through the dynamic interplays of experiential knowledge and knowing which are 
working within design thinking, applied differently to projects across public and personal 
practice contexts. The journal format which I have developed as the means through which 
this is realised provides a stable autopoetic learning system. As a self-learning cycle this 
approach is actualised through my journal writing as narrative learning conversations. 
The diversity and scope of these conversations works at several levels and meta- levels of 
conversation, to allow the development of a range of modalities of self, as conversational 
participants with different thinking styles and modes of address. The topics of these 
conversations engage with all manner of contextual features of the project as knowledge 
affordances which explore social networks, flows and exchanges. My ‘conversational 
self’ describes both a state of interaction for practice, as well as a comprehensive 
framework for creatively managing and negotiating both intuitive and rational modes of 
analysis for decision-making towards the qualitative management of one’s design 
practice. Dane & Pratt (2007) comment on the significance of finding effective ways to 
understand the interrelationships between ‘intuition’ and ‘creativity and ethics’ in 
decision-making processes for informing future-thinking management practices: 

we believe that better understanding how intuition and rational analysis 
work together will result in an even more complete picture of decision 
effectiveness among managers and other organizational members. Beyond 
decision making, understanding how intuition plays a role in creativity and 
ethics seems critical to improving key organizational processes.(2007: p 49)
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I believe that my research offers key insights into this significant organisational process, 
as a set of relationships which can be meaningfully forged as a creative engagement with 
multiple perspectives of one’s situated self working within design practice. My theory 
about the ‘conversational self’ introduces three linked regions underlying the generation 
of new knowledge for design practice. What is offered in this way is a means to engage 
with a rigorous and fruitful process of inquiry into the details of a particular design 
project understood as rich use case contexts. Details and nuances of internal 
conversational interactions both inform and generate insights and analysis through the 
examination of rational and logical thinking alongside more intuitive and embodied 
modes of thought and action. As a methodological framework, I believe my research 
about the ‘conversational self’ provides new knowledge for the field of design practice, 
which I offer for further development by other designers. For my own purposes, this 
research has provided me with an invaluable set of new tools and resources with which to 
better manage and understand how to approach and explore my own design decision-
making in a range of practice contexts.
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