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Abstract 

 

This paper aims to show how team meetings can become a place for learning. While there is 

abundant literature on meetings as sites for decision-making and leadership, it is not clear how 

they can work as sites for learning. We approach learning from a sociocultural perspective, 

which underlines that learning is not a cognitive phenomenon, but a practice unfolding in daily 

organisational activities. A year-long ethnography of a research team supports our arguments: 

we focus on team meetings to show how some patterns of interaction facilitate learning. 

Specifically, we show that meetings follow a discursive practice characterized by an interaction 

pattern that we call collaborative modelling, this enabling learning. This study advances 

theories of learning as a practice, it provides an exemplary method for analysing how learning 

unfolds in naturally-occurring interactions, and it can inspire practitioners in understanding 

how team learning in meetings can be supported.  
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1. Introduction 

Meetings can cover up to 70% of people working time, and are often centre stage when it comes 

to evaluating their relevance and effectiveness (Scott et al., 2012). Understanding how 

meetings can become a place for learning could be highly beneficial for organisations, given 

the relevance of team learning (Edmondson, 2002; Senge, 1990). There is a link among those 

features that are reputed central for the success of meetings, such as participation and mutual 

commitment among the participants, and learning (West et al., 1998; Snoeren et al., 2015).  

This paper is focused on demonstrating how team meetings can work as a site for team learning. 

Literature on team learning is abundant and characterised by different epistemologies. This 

paper is framed in sociocultural epistemology (Cook and Brown, 1999), which assumes that 

learning is an intrinsically social phenomenon: learning unfolds when practising an activity in 

a specific context of action and interaction, in a web of relations (Fenwick, 2008) with other 

actors and the world. Moreover, the sociocultural perspective stresses that learning has an 

impact on organisational and individual identity (Brown and Starkey, 2000; Wenger, 1998), 

and on organisational change and innovation as well (Feldman, 2000; Brown and Duguid, 

1991). Specifically, this paper follows practice theory (Schatzki et al., 2001; Bourdieu, 1977; 

Nicolini, 2012): learning is defined as a practice (Gherardi, 2001; Brown and Duguid, 1991; 

Lave, 1988; Brown and Duguid, 2001; Gherardi, 2009c) which unfolds through dialogue 

(Oswick et al., 2000; MacIntosh, 2012; Tsoukas, 2009). This means that learning is embedded 

in daily tasks and routines, and the study of discursive interactions is pivotal to observe it. The 

focus on dialogue will bring in some inspiring concepts from ethnomethodology. 

Ethnomethodology broadly deals with the way people produce social order in their everyday 

life; because of its sensitivity towards the study of discursive interactions, it inspired studies 

on meeting talk in organisational settings (Boden, 1994; Schwartzman, 1989). A peculiarity of 

practice theory is that of looking into other disciplines to achieve a deeper understanding of 

social phenomena (Nicolini, 2009); this means that the use of ethnomethodology is consistent 

with the theoretical background of the paper.  

A one-year long ethnographic study of a research team provides the data supporting our 

arguments. Ethnography is the privileged methodology for both practice theorists and ethno-

methodologists, since it allows observing everyday practices and emergent interactions. It is 

important stressing that the focus on team meetings as potential sites for learning comes after 

a first engagement with the data; practice theory conceives learning as a cross-cutting 

phenomenon in organisations, and this might mean that learning becomes challenging to grasp. 

The focus of the paper on meetings allows directing the attention towards specific phenomena 

and analyse them in depth; however, we recognise that we might have overlooked other 

interesting areas.  

The paper is structured as follows: in the next section, the theoretical background and relevant 

literature are presented, by focusing on the two key areas, i.e. learning as a practice and meeting 

interaction; secondly, the research design and the case are explained; data and findings are 

presented and then discussed; the conclusion will reflect on the limits of the paper and draw 

possible future lines of research.  

2. Learning and practicing in team meetings: insights from the literature 

Theoretically, this paper is inspired by practice theory and ethnomethodology: despite being 

developed at different times and by different scholars, the two share social constructionist roots 

and an interpretive epistemology. Attempts to integrate practice theory and ethnomethodology 

are not new, as shown by Nicolini (2011), but what distinguishes this contribution is the focus 

on meetings as a site for a team to learn.  
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The definition of learning as a practice is anchored to Lave and Wenger’s (1989) situated 

learning theory, which argues that learning emerges through sustained interaction in a group of 

professionals sharing a specific set of activities. Wenger (1998) states that the group 

engagement in learning might foster the creation of a community of practice (CoP). The 

concept of CoP well shows that learning is, first of all, a social endeavour instead of a cognitive 

process, and it has generated proliferous literature. However, literature is often assuming that 

it is the CoP to create learning, and not vice versa (Amin and Roberts, 2008; Pyrko et al., 2017; 

Thompson, 2005; Snoeren et al., 2015); also, the concept presents many limits, such as 

overlooking power relations and historical change (Roberts, 2006; Huzzard, 2004), and 

potential tensions among practices (Brown and Duguid, 2001). Following these critiques, 

Gherardi (2009a) proposes to speak about “practices of a community”, instead of CoP, to focus 

on activities and relations among people first. This resonates with a previous proposal by Fox 

(2000) on the need to focus on practices as a unit of analysis; this paves the way for practice 

theory to come to the foreground.  

Practice theory deserves the merit of opening new perspectives of inquiry by shifting the unit 

of analysis from group to practices (Nicolini, 2011). Practice theory maintains that learning is 

embedded in everyday work activities, is based on tacit knowledge, emerges, even 

serendipitously, when people work together, and has the power of reproducing a discipline, 

community, or organisation (Cook and Yanow, 1993; Gherardi, 2012; Gherardi, 2009b; 

Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011). Following practice theory, this paper defines learning as a 

progressive and deeper engagement into the practices of the team under investigation. This 

means that learning can be observed when team members are able to show, over a period of 

time, a stronger understanding and engagement with the core activities characterising the team. 

Consequently, a study of learning should start first with an understanding of the practices of a 

team.  

Empirical literature on learning as a practice is varied. This review tries focusing on papers 

meeting the following criteria: definition of learning as a sociocultural activity, and inspired by 

practice theory in particular; and ethnomethodological investigation of team interactions. 

Literature shows that learning has been investigated in a breadth of organizations, such as: 

compulsory education (Akerson et al., 2009; Bridwell-Mitchell, 2016; Hodkinson and 

Hodkinson, 2004), higher education (Ludvigsen and Digernes, 2009), healthcare (Nicolini, 

2011; Pyrko et al., 2017; Snoeren et al., 2015; Bruni et al., 2007), police (Campbell et al., 

2009), building sites (Gherardi and Nicolini, 2002; Holmes and Woodhams, 2013), steel 

industry (Fuller et al., 2005). These studies often rely on ethnographic accounts and action 

research; however, despite stressing on the role of communication for learning, they do not 

focus on showing how learning develops through emergent verbal interactions, as we aim to 

show. The contribution by Ludvigsen and Digernes (2009) is especially interesting. The 

authors study two research teams and draw on observations of meetings and interviews: they 

show the links among type of team leadership, negotiation of objects, and learning; however, 

their analysis does not show how the meeting interaction shapes these processes and which 

type of practices intersect the three phenomena.  

Some contributions by practice theorists focused on the concept of “knowing” and its 

discursive aspects provide interesting insights (Nicolini, 2011; Tsoukas, 2009). Nicolini (2011) 

focuses on how organisational knowledge emerges in the relationship between specific 

practices, and analyses how these practices manifest themselves in verbal interactions as well. 

Tsoukas (2009) is more interested in the creation of new knowledge, this making his 

contribution especially relevant considered for this paper. In particular, Tsoukas (2009) shows 

how productive dialogue paves the way for the creation of new knowledge; productive dialogue 

is collaborative, incremental, indexical, and brings gradual changes. What is relevant is that 

knowledge, knowing and learning are conceptualised as processes that happen and develop 



BAM 2018 – The power of meeting talk to foster learning 

5 

through dialogue; also, ethnomethodology represents in both cases an important source of 

inspiration to approach the data. The peculiarity of ethnomethodology is that of being grounded 

in the data: instead of following a specific conceptual framework, ethnomethodologists focus 

on unfolding verbal interactions; usually they focus first on patterns of turn taking, their 

function and potential meaning in the context of interaction. For these reasons 

ethnomethodology well supports the study of meetings, and it is an important source for 

practice theorists wanting to focus on talk.  

Interestingly, when considering empirical research on meetings, learning dynamics seem 

overlooked. Meetings are usually studied as places of decision-making (Huisman, 2001; Alby 

and Zucchermaglio, 2006), problem-solving (Angouri and Bargiela-Chiappini, 2011; Angouri, 

2012), strategy-making (Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Kwon et al., 2014), leadership (Asmuß and 

Svennevig, 2009; Holmes et al., 2007; Vine, 2004; Vine et al., 2008), but learning remains 

uncovered. Remarkably, practitioner-oriented literature has been more interested in the link 

between meetings and learning, probably because this issue directly affects practitioners, who 

more than ever are working in rapidly changing environments and under time pressure 

(Lamoreux, 2005).  

Practice theory and ethnomethodology, taken together, provide the appropriate background for 

studying learning in meetings: the definition of learning as a progressive and deeper 

engagement into the practices of a team might appear broad, but it helps to keep our eyes open 

to the multiple situations, events, and web of relations in which learning can emerge. The focus 

on the meeting interaction as a meaningful setting for analysing learning might look in 

contradiction with the conceptualisation of learning as a cross-cutting phenomenon: we argue 

that this does not intend to reduce the scope of our analysis, but to focus on a specific moment 

in which, as we will see afterwards, more group dynamics come together.  

3. Research design 

The paper wants to address the following question: how does team learning unfold in planned 

meeting interaction? This question is addressed on the basis of an empirical study of a research 

team composed of 10 people working in a Swiss university, in a department of Computer 

Science.  

A one-year-long ethnographic study has taken place: ethnography allows accessing 

organisational practices and comprehending them from an emic perspective (Ybema et al., 

2009; Smith, 2001; Bluhm et al., 2011). Data encompass observation of weekly team meetings 

(27), two rounds of individual interviews and two group discussions. The first group discussion 

aimed at presenting the objectives and ethical implications of the study, and the second at going 

through the preliminary findings; these discussions have been essential to improve the quality 

of the findings, by assuring the construction of a common ground among research participants 

and author (Sandberg, 2005). This paper focuses on team meetings because they are a 

variegated activity and the main site where learning takes place. Analysis is based on a 

recursive cycle of iteration between data and theory, where critical confrontation between the 

author, at that time a PhD student, and the research supervisor, has been essential.  

Meetings have been recognised as an important potential site for learning during the 

ethnographic research: for this reason, after a first reflexive process on the data, the author 

decided to look closely at meetings (with the support of the notes and videorecordings). A first 

round of analysis focused at splitting each meeting into sequences: a sequence is a recognisable 

part of the meeting, in which the debate around a specific issue is developed and then 

concluded. Each sequence has been labelled depending on the topic being discussed. At this 

point it was possible to notice that meetings present recurrent patterns; thus, a corpus of 12 

meetings was built to better focus the analysis; the corpus has been entirely transcribed. When 
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building this corpus attention has been paid to represent the breadth of topics discussed and its 

evolution over the year of observation.  

Subsequently, in a process of going back and forth between data and literature. an original set 

of analytical dimensions has been built, to conduct a sound and consistent analysis of the 

corpus. These dimensions, named “interaction strategies”, mainly come from 

ethnomethodologically-inspired literature. It is argued that, when considered together, they 

should help to understand if an interaction can support learning; they are reported in the table 

below, where their background literature is stated. Before going into detail in the analysis, an 

overview of the team and the functioning of the meetings is provided in the next section. 

 

------------------------------------------- 

INSERT TABLE I ABOUT HERE 

------------------------------------------- 

 

4. Research findings 

4.1 The Group Meetings 

The team investigated is composed of: Dave, professor and team leader; Maia, Brad, Rose, 

Alan, Mike, and Joy, PhD students; Kate, senior researcher; Mat and Dan, post-doc researchers 

(all the names are pseudonyms). The team meets regularly each week, on the same two-hour-

long slot, when all the members are available. Meetings originated as reading groups, i.e. 

moments of structured discussion of a paper, especially devoted to PhD students. Subsequently, 

the reading groups took on the form of meetings, where other issues could be discussed, and 

new topics could be introduced by any team member; in each meeting, a slot is always present 

to share relevant news and updates.  

Meetings resemble informal gatherings: they can be characterised by both planned and 

emergent discussions. Many meetings are still used as a reading group; team members together, 

towards the end of a meeting, decide which paper will be discussed during the next meeting. 

When meetings do not take the format of the reading group, they are used to present and discuss 

a team member’s piece of research, decide on how to organise the work for important events 

(conferences), or speak about any team issue (such as, which speakers to invite for a talk, or 

more trivial issues, i.e. how to deal with guests or how to organise the space on the group’s 

disc drive). In any case, each meeting devotes space to discuss news or any incumbent issue. 

In one year of observation, around half of the meetings observed have been organized as 

reading groups, one fourth have been focused on the work of an individual team member, and 

the others have been used to plan incumbent work or to coordinate team activities and talk 

about what team members are doing.  

It is worth stressing that interactions during meetings are very informal. Also, there is great 

respect among team members; when disagreements happen, these are justified on the basis of 

the topics discussed and are related to disciplinary debates and contents, not to individual 

preferences, values or characteristics. The team leader motivates participation, free turn-taking 

and democratic decision making; following Asmuß and Svennevig (2009) this leadership style 

can be defined as “empowering”. Importantly, everybody in this team can take the lead in part 

of the meeting: this happens especially when the team discusses a paper on which one team 

member has more knowledge. However, the presence and role of the team leader is highly 

important: not only does the leader influence, to some degree, the development of the meeting, 

but also, he is the one who promotes a specific format for the meeting, and always insists on 

the importance of meeting. In fact, the group leader often makes meta-communication, giving 

insights to reflect on the group or on how to organise group activities. 



BAM 2018 – The power of meeting talk to foster learning 

7 

Team members show a high degree of motivation in organising meetings: for example, 

meetings can be organised even when the team leader is not there and among PhD students 

only; the PhD students composing this team are especially active, and, as demonstrated in 

another contribution (Reference anonymised for peer review), they are eager to support each 

other in learning disciplinary and scholarly skills. 

It is important to notice that this team presents quite a strong collective identity: individuals 

perceive and define themselves as a group; they very often use the pronoun “we” when 

referring to their activities, and they display a team identity in the way they differentiate 

between what they are doing and what other groups are doing. Thus, every person in this group 

has his own research project to conduct. We can say that having regular meetings contributes 

to find synergies among the different research projects and to develop a common identity.  

4.2 Analysis of a meeting interaction 

This section focuses on analysing one meeting interaction, to better show then how meetings 

can become a site for learning. Most of the team members are present, except Mat and Kate. 

The meeting is planned as a reading group, to discuss two papers suggested by Brad, Portfolio 

Theory of Information Retrieval and Risky Business: Modelling and Exploiting Uncertainty in 

Information Retrieval. The authors of these two papers use modern portfolio theory as 

formulated by economist Harry Markowitz as an inspiration to build a framework for 

explaining problems in information retrieval (IR for short).   

The meeting follows the structure reported in the table below (table II). In the meeting there 

are more sequences. The interaction is very orderly and questions are never unanswered. More 

issues are treated, such as the publishing process, conference deadlines, and establishment of 

new team activities. We comment especially on the discussion of the two papers, since this part 

of the meeting is particularly important in terms of learning. The meeting is started by a PhD 

student, Maia, because Dave is late, but afterwards, Dave is very active in moderating it: his 

moderation style has the objective of facilitating the discussion, introducing new topics, and 

also making sure that all the questions are answered; for example, several times he asks Rose, 

the most junior PhD student (who started one month earlier) if she has more questions.  

 

------------------------------------------- 

INSERT TABLE II ABOUT HERE 

------------------------------------------- 

 

The debate starts exactly with a question by Maia that, after a few minutes of conjectures and 

tentative answers, gets answered. The discussion on these papers is very articulate: first, it gives 

the opportunity to make more questions (sequences 2, 5, 8, 12, 15), introduce new topics (such 

as in the case of Dan about maximum entropy principle, sequences 7 and 10), make 

comparisons with other works (sequences 4 and 9), reflect on what a scientific contribution 

should look like (sequence 16). Also, topics related to the team’s everyday life are discussed 

(sequence 17 about deadlines for conferences, and sequence 18 about Rose moving to a nearby 

desk). Additionally, there is space for making new suggestions about team activities (in the last 

sequence, Maia suggests trying to watching a videolecture together). The first and last point, 

i.e. how the paper discussion is characterized and the suggestion of new activities, are relevant 

to our objectives because they can constitute the grounds for learning to take place.  

It is interesting to analyse the discussion about the comparison between diversification in 

finance and diversification in information retrieval, started by Rose (Excerpt I, from Sequence 

5). Rose keeps the discussion focused on very specific aspects of the paper (in particular, she 

prefers to keep the discussion focused on information retrieval and to minimize the 

comparisons with finance), while the more expert colleagues can shift quite easily from 
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detailed issues to more general ones. Each sentence is built on the previous one, quick 

acknowledgements (such as “yes” or “mm mm”) provide important cues to let the interlocutors 

understand that the discussion can continue. The flow is very quick and sometimes it is difficult 

to separate individual contributions.  

 
Excerpt 1, Sequence 5 (Discussion about risk adverse and risk loving behavior) 

165. Rose: No, but what I don’t understand ok, in finance they are saying is not useful to not 

diversify, but in IR sometimes is useful not to diversify. 

166. Maia: In finance they say is useful to diversify. 

167. Rose: No no. 

168. Maia: It’s better. 

169. Rose: No no, they say it’s sometimes it’s useful not to diversify in IR, sometimes. 

170. Brad: Yes, sometimes. 

171. Maia: Sometimes. 

172. Rose: So, why sometimes? I don’t understand. [So you are never sure about the query] 

173. Maia: [because sometimes (…) ] you are … 

174. Alan: You wanna (…)… 

175. Maia: A risk loving person you like you like to risk, so… 

176. Dan: Yes. 

177. Maia: Think you say I think this is good, so I take the risk that maybe it’s not good, but if 

it’s good is really good, so I try to invest all my money and I take the risk of that, you 

accept the risk. 

178. Dave: And this, and obviously to be able to make this decision you need data about… 

179. Rose: Previous… 

180. Dave: So if I you know, if all has been working, let’s say, that kind of investment (…) 

181. Rose: No no, talking about IR, and your query you are never sure, about what user 

means… 

182. Dave: No no. 

183. Dan: It means, it depends on the query, there are query specific… 

184. Brad: Mm mm  

185. Dan: You don’t like diversification, but if the query is very general … 

186. Rose: Yes 

187. Dan: Then it is safer to diversify. 

When we observe this excerpt, we notice that Dave is participating exactly as the others are 

doing: his contribution is present but he is not monopolizing the conversation, and later on, he 

will also intervene with his own question (Sequence 8, Table II). The fact that even the team 

leader feels free to express his own questions about the papers, such as at the beginning of 

sequence 8 (reported in the following Excerpt), where he introduces the discussion about risk 

adverse vs. risk loving behaviour, could represent both genuine conduct or a rhetorical device 

for facilitating the interaction; in any case, this motivates people to participate and to focus the 

attention on specific aspects of the work under discussion.  

 
Excerpt 2, Sequence 8 (Dave about risk adverse and risk loving behaviour) 

230. Dave: Mm mm. One thing that wasn’t totally clear to me was why one should be risk 

adverse, why not risk loving, I mean, it looks like the search engines are meant to make 

happy, let’s say, a risk loving person. 

231. Maia: Mm I think, Dan said for queries that are ambiguous.  

232. Dave: Mm well, no they do the same approach for everything, I mean, is not that they 

analyse (…) the query, so if you write apple or if you write apple company in a 

computer ta ta ta it will use the same approach, is not that they will not use, they could 

use the different approach. 
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[…] 

238. Brad: Yes, I think I can ask answer to your question to some extent. They propose a 

general model, if you want to be risk, what? 

239. Maia: Adverse. 

240. Brad: Adverse, yes, so your task is to diversify, sometimes you have such a task, then, 

you chose the positive t, it’s just a model, and you apply it in every particular case, not 

only in the appropriate retrieval problem, right? So, this is the good thing about this 

paper that is, general [enough] 

241. Maia: [So], search engines use this approach with negative t. 

242. Brad: Yes, we can say like this. 

243. Maia: With positive.  

244. Dave: Actually I think there is a much easier answer, I think here I don’t remember if 

they talk about cost, ok, so I think risk adverse or risk loving depend on the cost that 

you have, if you are a multimillion billionaire, would you care, you know, if you 

actually some of your investments go bad? You don’t care, you know?  

 

We notice in this excerpt as well that participants build on each other’s turn. Maia provides a 

tentative answer building on a previous contribution by Dan, and Brad tries to build an answer. 

Dave himself will then provide a solution. Sequences like the ones above resemble a 

reconstruction of reasoning, in which participants go through the arguments of the papers’ 

author and try to understand them. However, it should first be noted that this reconstruction of 

reasoning follows and is tailored to participants’ specific questions; and second, that it offers 

the opportunity to introduce new concepts and ideas (such as the maximum entropy principle, 

at sequences 7 and 10). Thus, we call such an interaction pattern collaborative modelling, to 

mark how different types of issues, that can go beyond the arguments presented in the paper, 

are discussed and solved together.  

It is worth noting that, in the second half of the meeting (from sequence 9), when many 

questions about the papers have been answered, the team members even use some concepts 

from the papers to make jokes. For example, Maia jokes about the fact that, if you are risk 

adverse, you will not try to look for inspiration in other disciplines, but you will just focus on 

your own research problems, and Alan will do the same citing one of the authors’ sentences, 

“not putting all of your eggs in one basket”. More importantly, in a reading group two months 

later, participants will make comparisons between a paper they are discussing and portfolio 

theory, this showing how the topics at the core of this meeting have become part of the team 

repertoire.   

After having presented the two excerpts above, we should ask ourselves if learning is taking 

place here, and how this is happening. We argue that learning is taking place because of the 

following: first of all, doubts and questions by the participants are taken very seriously; second, 

when one participant asks a question, there is not a ready answer, but answers are built together; 

and finally, doubts and questions are usually resolved. This means that, when one participant 

asks a question, a process begins in which colleagues feel committed to share their knowledge 

in order to find an answer; this process is a process of learning. At the end of this process, we 

can see that some new knowledge has been built and internalised: often, at subsequent points 

in time, participants refer to the concepts discussed before, showing that they are now able to 

use these concepts in the framework of a different discussion (this happened in sequences 8 

and 9, when commenting about risk adverse and risk loving behaviour and when making 

general comments on the paper, and later in sequence 10 when making jokes by using these 

concepts; in addition, the participants referred to portfolio theory in subsequent meetings). 

What is more, the effort by the participants to answer questions, and the commitment to make 

further comments, serve as an input for allowing new questions to emerge, thus making these 

meetings a fertile ground for learning.  
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This peculiar way of interacting during meetings, i.e. the collaborative modelling, characterized 

by the orderly sequence of questions and answers; the commitment among participants to 

support each other; the joint construction of answers; and the empowering leadership style, all 

constitute together a discursive practice that supports learning. We use the term “discursive”, 

because it is based on dialogue, and “practice”, in the singular form, to indicate the peculiar 

way in which different elements of talk come together to form something unique. It is this 

specific discursive practice, built by this team, and unfolding during meetings, that renders 

these meetings places for learning. 

Because we are referring to a research team, and we focus on meetings, it could seem that our 

setting is not that far from that of a lecture, but the case is different. For the participants, 

discussing a paper is a core and routine activity for practicing their work, and is constitutive of 

their academic practice: it is worth underlining that the work they conduct is highly theoretical; 

debating, comparing, and learning theories is essential for them. What is more, for the group 

members, learning remains at an unconscious level (unless they were to engage in a reflective 

activity); in their words, they do not meet for learning about portfolio theory, but simply, “to 

have reading group”. Also, learning is an emergent phenomenon in these meetings: it emerges 

from the specific interests of the participants, that bring them to focus on certain details of the 

papers being discussed, and the discussion develops in a way that could not have been planned 

before; this opens the terrain for discussing new topics.  

We are arguing that the discursive practice constituting the meeting interaction supports 

knowledge sharing and learning: but which conditions permit such a practice to unfold? 

Participants show themselves to be open in expressing doubts and making a contribution, and 

committed towards each other. Of course, the fact that they are part of the same small team, 

are working on similar topics, and see each other daily are important conditions; but also, the 

type of leadership enacted by the team leader is particularly relevant. The leader gives the 

general structure for the meetings, but, also, he leaves a lot of space to the participants, and 

overall, he contributes to creating a space where collaboration can grow. He also acts as a 

facilitator for learning, for example, when he is stimulating the debate on important points of 

the discussed papers, as he did in sequence 8; in brief, he is able to create a “safe space”, that 

is the precondition for team learning to take place (Edmondson, 1999).  

The discursive practice characterizing these meetings makes them a place of learning, but such 

a discursive practice is enabled by the specific style of leadership. More precisely, such a style 

is both constitutive and enabling of the meeting’s discursive practice: it cannot be separated by 

the interaction patterns characterising this discursive practice, but it also greatly contributes to 

shaping such patterns, because of the position of power that the team leader formally covers. 

We cannot underestimate the fact that the team leader, as the supervisor of the PhD students, 

the one who formally brings in grants for assuring fellowships, and the only team member with 

a stable position in the Department, has the power to shape any team activity. Even if the 

interactions we analyse show he privileges a collaborative attitude and is very informal and 

open in relating to the team members, everybody in the team is well aware of his position. For 

example, in this meeting, Maia’s initial proposal to start the meeting because “Dave will be 

happy to come and see we are discussing”, clearly marks Dave’s power position and can be 

read as an attempt to please the team leader. Indeed, Dave seems to be aware that he can count 

on the commitment of the team members to keep the meeting practice going, and we can say 

there is a mutual constitutive relationship between leadership style and the engagement shown 

by team members. 

To conclude this part, it is worth making some reflections on what we observed during the 

overall ethnographic study. In one year of observation we saw the team changing: for example, 

we observed how Rose has moved from a newbie to an expert and full participant; we saw 

people leaving to progress in their career in other universities, or leaving for short periods of 
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time, while other people joined. Learning and change are indissolubly related (Clegg, 2005), 

and in the examples of people leaving to take up lectureships in other universities, or to spend 

a period in another university because they could obtain a competitive scholarship, we see 

another aspect of this dynamic of learning: learning contributes to create and keep together a 

group, but also, it provides new opportunities for the individuals to embark on new experiences 

beyond that group. 

5. Discussion 

We have shown that the team meetings we analysed are a place for learning because of the 

specific discursive practice that characterizes them. Gherardi (2009a) recommends focusing on 

practices first (instead of starting from groups or phenomena): we observed in the literature 

review that undertaking this approach is still rare in organisation studies. In our case, this 

approach has been highly beneficial: it allows to see how activities are enacted and social 

phenomena, such as learning, emerge; consequently, it makes it possible to appreciate the 

richness of a context of interaction and to build interpretations that are close to the actual 

dynamics of the site observed.  

In the analysis we presented above, we focused on one meeting for reasons of space; however, 

the practice of collaborative modelling is pervasive in the meetings of this team. This practice 

has features that make it close to the concept of productive dialogue (Tsoukas, 2009). We can 

state that this paper provides further evidence on how productive dialogue unfolds and which 

are its effects. An effect is that of making this team to resemble a CoP, where the enactment of 

collaborative modelling fosters learning, and, being learning beneficial to the team members, 

it has the power to keep the team together. CoP are defined as informal and mostly 

hierarchically-flat gatherings: in this case, a clear hierarchical structure is present, but the team 

leader has a vision of leadership that is participative. The relation between leadership style and 

team learning has been shown in previous literature (Edmondson et al., 2001; von Krogh, 

2012). In our case the role of the team leader is close to that of the manager as a “facilitator of 

dialogue”, as conceptualised by Raelin (2012): Raelin stresses how such a role can be 

especially meaningful considering the needs of organisations today. Our findings can provide 

an important follow-up to his contribution: not only can we confirm that this role is beneficial, 

but also, our data show how this role can be enacted, and this can be of inspiration to 

practitioners. 

We are aware that if we had analysed meeting interactions in another team, other types of 

discursive practices could have been discovered, with other effects on learning, and this may 

be considered a limit in our study; what is more, the practice of collaborative modelling can be 

especially functional in a research team or in highly knowledge intensive settings, but not in 

other organisations. Thus, we think that there are some features of our case, and of the 

discursive practice that we discovered, which make this study relevant.  

First, we observed that, even in an environment with formal hierarchy and a clear power 

structure, it is possible to create a discursive practice characterized by collaboration, exchange 

of positions and roles, and sometimes even symmetry in such positions; what is more, such a 

discursive practice is reputedly so beneficial that it is enacted even in absence of the formal 

leader. Second, literature recognises that learning has an “opaque” dimension (Gherardi, 2012), 

or a “serendipitous” character Lattuca (2002); nevertheless, the constitution of a site such as 

the one created by the meetings we analysed might be, to some extent, facilitated. By shedding 

light on the specific discursive practice supporting learning, this study contributes to make 

learning a less opaque and serendipitous practice: the practice emerging from our data is surely 

contingent, but there are some conditions helping it to develop. Third, if learning implies 

change, this means that learning has the power of, first, changing the site of practice (for 

example, changing the meeting themselves because people propose new activities), and, 
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second, of constituting, changing, and even dissolving a CoP: literature has not analysed this 

issue in depth (Clegg, 2005). We can infer that in different organisations learning can have 

different implications in terms of change (it could, for example, mean retention of people 

instead of their moving), but we would need further research on the issue.  

The findings highlight that the creation of a site for learning is not an easy endeavour: a site 

can provide beneficial and constructive interactions that might foster learning, but it is difficult 

to understand such benefits in the short term; and finally, the specific contents or aspects of a 

profession that will become an object of learning cannot be precisely planned. It should also 

be considered that some team leaders could see in these spaces a threat to their own decision 

making or authority.  

Our contribution is fourfold. First, this research bridges a practice theory perspective on 

learning with ethnomethodology, in a fashion that follows the "carnivalesque approach" 

proposed by Nicolini (2009). Second, we elaborated a methodological framework (Table I) that 

supports the study of the discursive construction of team learning, this being also a novelty in 

the literature. Our effort resembles Tsoukas’ (2009) approach to the study of how new 

knowledge is created, with the difference that our data are based on recurrent meeting 

interaction in the same team, and, as a consequence, phenomena such as team structure and 

leadership become important.  

Third, referring to our theoretical contribution, we have clarified that learning happens because 

of a discursive practice characterised by: a specific style of leadership; peculiar features of the 

meeting interaction; commitment among the participants. We wish to stress on the role of 

change: enacting learning means change. This is an important point, which is not strongly 

underlined by practice theorists. More recently, scholars building on a process approach to the 

study of organisations (Langley et al., 2013; Hernes, 2007) are investigating how change 

unfolds; this research programme, that is not far from practice theory since it also underlines 

the contingency and situatedness of human action, could make an important contribution to 

studying learning and change. Consequently, we call for more studies able to unveil how 

dynamics of learning and change are interrelated, and how the nature itself of a practice changes 

in such a path. Finally, we think that our contribution will be especially important for 

practitioners, to provide hints on how to pave the way for constructive meeting interactions and 

to experiment with new leadership and interaction styles.  

6. Conclusion  

We have shown that meetings can become a site for learning in a team thanks to the creation 

of a discursive practice that maximises collaboration and open discussion, and that the way in 

which leadership is enacted is particularly important for such practices to unfold. The main 

limit of this study resides in its being focused on one specific case, and the peculiar setting 

where this team works (academia) also has an impact on the type of discursive practice and its 

relation to learning.  

The future lines of research we propose are in order to address this limit and further probe our 

findings. Some guiding questions could be: how are discursive practices unfolding in different 

teams and organisations? How can discursive practices unfolding in a specific site (i.e. a 

meeting) travel beyond that site and be enacted by another group or organisation? What is their 

role in making learning travel across more communities, inside (or outside) the organisation? 

How do different types of leadership impact on such discursive practices? And how do such 

practices travel and change across time? It would also be advisable to investigate the discursive 

practices that hinder learning: which practices work against learning and change? How do 

learning and unlearning practices intertwine? Another strand of research could focus on how 

discursive practices intertwine with the use of artefacts, which we did not cover here, and which 

artefacts can support learning in different professions. We think that focusing on practices as a 
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unit of analysis, and on specific sites of interactions, such as meetings, will permit us to conduct 

studies and to provide interventions that are close to the ground of organisational life, and that 

can have stronger benefits for practitioners as well. 
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Table I: Dimensions for analysing the meeting interaction 

 

Interaction strategies Literature 

1. Style of moderation Understanding if a discussion is moderated 

in an authoritarian or participative way 

Asmuß and Svennevig 

(2009), Boden (1994), 

Holmes et al. (2007) 

2. Metacommunication Observing how communication is framed 

and how reflections on past or present 

actions develop 

 

Rossiter (1974) 

3. Subject position Interactive construction of the position of 

each individual in the interaction 

 

Davies and Harré (1990) 

4. Patterns of answering 

and questioning 

Analysing how questions emerge, if they 

are linked to the topics being discussed and 

if they are followed by consistent answers 

 

Schwartzman (1989) 

5. Commitments and  

violations of 

commitments 

How commitments are taken and how 

violations of commitments are highlighted 

 

Carassa and Colombetti 

(2011) 

6. Togetherness Observing when and how the first person 

plural pronoun is used 

 

Mühlhäusler and Harré 

(1990) 

7. Paralinguistic aspects Observing proxemics, prosody and 

laughter 

Hall (1966), Birdwhistell 

(1970), Kangasharju and 

Nikko (2009)  
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Table II: Sequences composing the meeting 

 

Sequ

ence 

Starting 

at  

Minutes Event Sentences opening the sequence 

1 Turn 1 00.00 - 

00.35 

Opening (Dave not there, Maia proposing to 

start). 

1. Joy: Can you send an email to Dave and say? (laughs) or he is on skype? 

2. Dan: (…) 

3. Maia: Yes, I think we can start, Dave will be happy to come and see we are discussing. 

2 Turn 7 00.35 - 

07.29 

Discussion on papers starts, Maia opening 

with a question, Dave arriving a few minutes 

later, Brad, Mike and Dave trying to answer. 

The answers to Maia’s question comes 

between turns 76 and 8.4 

7. Maia: (…) Ok, if you really understood what… 

8. Mike: (…) 

9. Maia: mm ? What variance mean? What is variance mean? (continuing to explain her 

question) 

 

3 Turn 85 07.29 - 

10.56 

General discussion on the implications of the 

methods proposed by the paper on how search 

engines produce rankings. 

85. Dave: The other thing, the variance of the scores is what current search engines do in 

the sense, so basically what they do is that, you know, if you put a query in a search 

engine they produce a ranking, and then they and this ranking will have different 

interpretations, of the query, so that would be kind of quite a lot of difference between 

the documents that can be ranked, and so what they do, they basically do an implicit, 

well, they do a pseudo relevance feedback (…) 

4 Turn 

107 

10.56 - 

13.02 

Considerations about the papers’ authors and 

their works. 

107. Dave: Yes. So, basically, this guy, I think the, you know, the recurring author, is this 

one. 

108. Maia: Yes, and it was the only author (…) in EGOS conference. 

109. Brad: Yes. 

5 Turn 

143 

13.02 - 

16.50 

Discussion about risk adverse and risk loving 

behavior, opened by a question by Rose, an 

answer is provided first by Maia and later by 

Dan. 

143. Rose: I’m sorry I have some basic questions, ok? 

144. Dave: Yes. 

145. Rose: So, can you explain the risk loving behaviour in IR? I didn’t understand. 

6 Turn 

196 

16.50 - 

18.35 

Discussion about some previous similar work 

by Brad and Mike. 

196. Dave: But this is a similar idea that you guys you have been experimenting. 

197. Mike: Yes (nodding). 

198. Dave: But didn’t work.  

7 Turn 

224 

18.35 - 

19.47 

Dan introducing a new concept that has some 

similarities with the papers discussed, 

maximum entropy principle. 

224. Dan: May I say something? So, it reminds me about maximum entropy (.) principle, 

so, in the maximum entropy principle you have some constraints but otherwise you 

would like to make the distribution as uniform as possible, so the basic the most 

uniform, the most uniform distribution is the uniform distribution. 



BAM 2018 – The power of meeting talk to foster learning 

19 

8 Turn 

230 

19.47 - 

24.06 

Dave about risk adverse and risk loving. 230. Dave: Mm mm. One thing that wasn’t totally clear to me was why one should be risk 

adverse, why not risk loving, I mean, it looks like the search engines are meant to 

make happy, let’s say, a risk loving person. 

231. Maia: Mm I think, Dan said for queries that are ambiguous … 

9 Turn 

262 

24.06 - 

27.00 

General comments about the paper, started by 

Dan. 

262. Dan: But, but in general I like these papers because I think that this is clear research 

problem, and I, for example, this is my personal opinion, I more like this paper than 

the paper which got the first (…) paper award at the THE. 

10 Turn 

291 

27.00 - 

29.11 

Dan back to maximum entropy principle. 291. Dan: So, basically just to give you an idea about this maximum entropy principle, let’s 

say someone wants to find who likes beer in this group. So, you should set query… 

11 Turn 

300 

29.11 - 

32.15 

Dave giving his opinion, jokes about trying to 

use concepts and problems from other 

disciplines. 

300. Dave: No, what I like in this paper is the, mm lateral thinking approach, which is you 

know, so a well-known problem, but why don’t we try to see other areas, you know, 

have a similar or analogous problem, and you know, it take a model there to adapt it to 

here which I think was a very good well, (…) 

12 Turn 

341 

32.15 - 

33.50 

Rose making a question. 341. Rose: (has raised her hand for 30 seconds) Sorry, so, now you have relevance 

judgment for each document, here if you want to assign best guess of your overall 

relevance to a set of documents, you have to do it for all the possible combinations of 

sets of results or how is it done. 

342. Dave: Where you are actually referring to? 

13 Turn 

366 

34.17 - 

36.42 

Mike joking about which theory can be 

imported in IR to create a new approach. 

366. Mike: Who knows about which theory, previous theory (laughs) 

367. (everybody laughing) 

14 Turn 

396 

36.49 - 

38.54 

Dave about inviting one of the papers’ 

authors. 

396. Dave: Yes (0.4) so, anyway, one more question, this guy is actually in Berlin, is not 

that far.  

397. Brad: (laughs) 

398. Dave: Are we interested to invite him over?  

15 Turn 

427 

38.56 - 

42.22 

Dave asking Rose if she has more questions, 

Rose asking a question about a probabilistic 

model mentioned in the paper. 

427. Dave: Yes. Rose, you had more questions? 

428. Rose: Yes. I have many questions (laughing) 

429. (people laughing) 

430. Rose: Later I will ask (…) (laughing) 

431. (people laughing) 

432. Joy: Keep the questions for the author.  

433. (people laughing) 

434. Dave: I mean some other questions that can be commented. 

16 Turn 

476 

42.29 - 

53.16 

General comments by Maia: the paper opens 

up a new way to think about ranking 

documents. Her thoughts make a discussion to 

435. Maia: But it was also interesting that something that really seems obvious and trivial, 

like I never think about the fact that we can do the ranking in any other way, I was 
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arise, about other methods used in IR, such as 

resource selection, and then some 

consideration about how groundbreaking an 

idea should be to build a scientific 

contribution. 

always thinking that probability ranking principle is the right model, we put the highest 

score document on top… 

436. Brad: Mm  

437. Maia: I mean, I never think about this, myself, but it’s interesting that they… 

438. Dave: Mm, because we almost think of a each document so independent from the 

other, in the case, you know, (…) put, you know, each one is independent from the 

other, rank everyone by the maximum.  

439. Brad:  Well, this gives an idea that you should try to generalize your area. 

17 Turn 

573 

53.18 - 

56.50 

Wrapping up – Dave asking if there are more 

question and introducing the topic for next 

week (discussing the paper authored by an 

invited speaker). Some exchanges about 

incoming deadlines for conferences. 

573. Dave: Anymore questions about this paper? Do you have (…) ? 

574. Rose: (laughing) (0.3) no it’s… 

575. Dave: Ok? We have totally forgot, we have this guy, professor from (…), which is 

(…), coming on the 7th of March, is in a couple of weeks. 

576. Mike: Yes. 

18 Turn 

613 

56.51 - 

57.59 

Mike suggesting Rose to move in a nearby 

desk.  

613. Mike: I have suggestions for Rose. 

614. Dave: Mm  

615. Mike: Since we are all sitting in the center of open space together, and we are three of 

us in that partition, if she’s interested we can ask (…) to change, explaining the guy… 

616. Alan: In front of me.  

19 Turn 

629 

57.59 - 

1.13.37 

Next invited speakers and topics for next 

meetings: Maia suggests watching a 

videolecture together. Meeting closing. 

577. Dave: Yes, I don’t think he will have problems. Yes. Good, mm , so next week we will 

get the one paper the guy will send. 

578. Mike: Hopefully.  

579. Dave: Otherwise just pick one yourself, you know… 

 

 


