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Abstract

A competence meeting is an arena for shared knowledge production. This
approach does not offer supervision, teaching or decision-making, but rather
an arena for reflection. Students are required to use their everyday
knowledge when they reflect on theory and practice, and the interconnection
between these two. Competence meetings, usually lasting for one hour,
include both digital and traditional classroom-based learning activities. This
article discusses the use of competence meetings within educational
programmes. Attached to this article is an example of a competence
meeting?: An interview with Professor Tom Andersen and a follow-up
discussion between professors and practitioners in Iceland, South Africa and
Norway.
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Introduction

Practical reflective methods may help students to use their practice
experiences. Using competence meetings is one way of bridging the gap
between theory and practice. There is a need to develop tools that strengthen
the students’ abilities to analyse and create a critical perspective based on
everyday knowledge (Schutz 1972/2005). Questions and new thoughts are
more important than answers when students are asked to draw on their
experiences to illuminate theory, or when they embark on reflective processes
regarding their own or others’ practice experiences.

The reflective approach recognises that theory is often implicit in the way
professionals act and may or may not be congruent with the theory they
believe themselves to be acting upon. This type of theory, or perhaps
“practice wisdom”, is developed directly from practice experience — a
“bottom-up” type of process. (Fook 2002:39)

Social work has its origin in practice, and competence meetings mainly rely on
the students’ own practice. Sometimes other practitioners, who are not a part
of the study programme, also contribute to these meetings. Since the
beginning in 2003, the flexibly delivered master’s degree in social work at
Bodg University College has had compulsory parts to it such as international
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work requirements, book reviews and competence meetings in addition to
ordinary examinations (Oltedal 2006).

A competence meeting is an arena in which people can participate in the
production of knowledge by describing contextual practices. The concept
developed as a negation, and was neither supervision, teaching, nor decision-
making, but rather an arena for reflection. Another aspect of the creation of
competence meetings was an interest in validating practice, and this approach
could be an alternative strategy to the emphasis on theory in the social
sciences. For students to receive credits for a competence meeting, it is a
requirement that they are evaluated and receive feedback from other
participants. This puts the students in a new practice situation that is quite
unusual for ordinary work life. They need to reflect upon and communicate
their own reflections about what has occurred.

The aim of this article is twofold:

e To describe a competence meeting as part of a flexible, delivered
study programme.

¢ To engage in a theoretical discussion on what a competence
meeting is.

The importance of reflecting upon practices

A competence meeting can be characterized as blended learning. Littlejohn
and Pegler (2007) define this type of learning as a blend between “real” and
“virtual” domains, between on- and off-campus activity, between online tasks
and between face-to-face learning activities. E-learning allows us to also blend
different spaces and work across time zones and geographical spaces in real
and asynchronous time. In a South African context, the implementation of
blended learning activities within a social work programme follows a policy
shift from teaching to an active learner-centred pedagogy (Bozalek 2007). This
approach creates considerable opportunities for participation and
collaboration among students. They were challenged to explore their
preconceived thoughts when working with tasks that had no right or wrong
answer. An emphasis was put on reflection and how to account for different
statements, as in this case, when they explored ethics within social work (ibid).

Internet access is generally good among Norwegian students, and the use of
ICT in Norwegian flexible education depends on the study model and the
students’ study context (Renning and Grepperud 2006). E-mail is the most
common channel of contact between students and teachers, and digital
communication is an important supplement for the flexible student (ibid). It is
a challenge to develop more contact among students and a competence
meeting, as I am discussing in this article, is one way of creating such contact.
Within such meetings, students need to meet face-to-face in “real” or “virtual”
rooms and document an online meeting in writing.

As an example, it is a challenge in theoretical studies within social work to help
students to identify life experiences that help them to transfer theoretical
concepts from one context to another. On the other hand, theories help
students to be able to identify and express knowledge from everyday life. In
problem-based learning approaches, students learn how to learn (Bjorke
1996). Knowledge becomes more grounded and is easier to transfer to new
situations, since the students have been active learners both in the integration
of theory with their own practice and/or when they have been drawing on
practical experiences in developing new perspectives.

In a competence meeting, it is important to create a reflective process, and

students need to draw on their own experiences while studying a subject like
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social work. Discussing articles can be one way of creating a group process in a
competence meeting. The teacher or leader of the competence meeting needs
to choose an article which triggers discussion and perhaps helps to explore
contested issues. The following is an example of a task in which bachelor
students in social work were asked to reflect upon links between theory and
practice. The students read an article where the main finding concerned the
advantages of working in groups without having a teacher as a group leader
(Innjord 2006). After the students read the article, each of them, either
individually or as part of a group, was instructed to write a paper consisting of
two parts. Their task3 was as follows:

“After reading the actual article, write a paper consisting of the two
following parts:

1) Write a résumé of the text with the author’s main perspective as the
point of departure.

Try to write in such a way that it can be understood by a person who
has not read the original text. To take the author’s perspective is not
just to write a short version of the text with the author’s own words
and expressions. On the contrary, you have to try to convey the
author’s message and give arguments based on the premises of the
author.

You choose the form of presentation yourself. For example, you can
write a letter to somebody you know well or you can dramatize a
situation with different role players, where the author has one role
and presents arguments for his/her message.

2) This part consists of your own reflections initiated by the former text
and former presentations of this text. You are expected to provide
more than common statements like “this is an interesting text“, “the
author is biased” or “this is an incomplete analysis”. You need to
account for your arguments and reasoning. This can only be done by
delving into the author’s reasoning and taking it seriously. It is also
valuable if your own reflections raise questions and reflections
regarding your profession, or future everyday work. It is useful to
try and draw parallels to something else you have read, written or
participated in.”

The last sentence is especially important to highlight in that students are
challenged to draw on their own experiences from something they have
participated in. This will change the discussion from a question of the right or
wrong way of how to interpret the author’s purpose for writing a text, towards
a discussion on their own interpretations and associations. One of the aims of
the competence meetings is to create a subject-to-subject relationship in which
something is being explored. It is not of great importance to reach a conclusion
at the end of the meeting. When students from various contexts are comparing
perspectives, it is possible to illuminate how the same phenomenon is
represented in different ways within each context, thereby challenging the
doxa of what is taken for granted. The above task helps students to cross the
learning context between practice and theory, where first, they must explore
another person’s (the author’s) premise and second, interpret and make
relevant those phenomena and concepts within their own context.

Some examples of competence meetings within a master’s
programme

From a studio in Durban, South Africa, a professor of social work and leader of
an international standards committee regarding programmes in social work
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gave a presentation of this type of work. Simultaneously, in Bods, Norwegian
and international students were gathered in a room, while the student who
facilitated the meeting communicated by telephone from his home on Senja,
an island north of Boda. The teacher present in the room helped to coordinate
the meeting and discussion among participants who were located in three
different places. Another example is from a student who conducted an
informational meeting on childcare as part of her work in a local municipality.
In her report, published in the learning platform Fronter, she documented her
experience of talking with a local nurse and the headmaster at the primary
school in regard to issues related to interdisciplinary collaboration. A third
example is from a student who reflected on how to deal with and document
fervent issues from his practice as a social worker, and who invited colleagues
to be part of the meeting. Thus, a compulsory part of a master’s programme
can have consequences for the practice field, thereby making an impact.

A student who wished to discuss an intense case about how a professional
social worker deals with suicidal patients had invited a minister from a
hospital and a cooperative partner, in addition to fellow students, to a
competence meeting. All these participants drew on their experiences as
laypeople and professionals. In this way, the competence meeting provided
quite a bit of input from the practice field.

i i Practice
University .
: Practice
[College Competence meeting Pract]
(Common area) ‘\> ractice

Sound/ Picture/Text online

Figure 1: A competence meeting.

What type of input did the meeting receive from the university college? It is
possible that the most important input came from a platform opened by the
university college to help validate the knowledge production of the competence
meeting, in order to accredit it as a necessary part of the master’s diploma
programme in social work. Social work is mainly invisible work (Pithouse et al.
1998), as social workers meet with clients without being observed by
colleagues. The result of a social worker’s intervention is uncertain and
ambiguous, and practitioners are not usually held accountable for the helpful
or restrictive processes in which they are involved. One way of opening up the
practice of social work is to account for assessments and decision making in
tense situations in which circumstances, contexts and personal histories
require reflection. When social workers visit clients’ homes, for example, the
analytical focus must transcend the division between life and system worlds,
and contain an authoritative practice based on negotiations in local places,
such as with the family (Sagatun 2008). Complexity in such everyday life
creates a self-contradictory knowledge, disconnected from strict plans and
only partially made clear (Schutz 2005). In issues regarding tense situations, a
social worker cannot rely on instructions, but instead needs to use practical
wisdom. Since the meetings are recorded and stored through a video
conferencing system, the reflective process of social work can be studied more
in-depth by thoughtful consideration as the participants go back and study the
accounting process in the discussion of specific competence meetings.

Let us have a look at how a competence meeting is defined and structured as
presented in the study plan for this compulsory part of the master’s
programme:
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Goals for competence meetings:
e To provide a forum that may develop advanced professional practice;

e To create areas of contact between theory and practice (education and
places of practice);

e To develop places for improving practices. To offer master’s students a
forum for reflection, and develop theory based on practice experience
or in connection with a master’s thesis;

e To contribute to the international development of practice and
education;

e To utilize and develop competence linked to multimedia activity.

Content:

The subject will be given an opportunity for systematic reflection on
professional daily life and professional knowledge in welfare work through
practice and different study situations. To be a professional concerns knowing
the possibilities and limitations of one’s competence, and to be able to face
that level of competence in practice. It is in relation to others through
experience with concrete situations that an individual can acknowledge his or
her professionalism.

The goal is for students, by participating in a competence meeting, to gain an
increased understanding of the dynamics between theory and practice, by
studying professional daily life in regard to welfare work. The focus is on
critical and ethical reflective work with experiences from practice and the
contemporary challenges of society.

Form:

The one who is responsible for the master’s programme will arrange a series of
competence meetings in which each master’s student may present a particular
case for discussion. Practitioners from a multitude of professional
backgrounds will participate and provide a mechanism for development in the
advanced practice of social work, thereby promoting a closer association
among national and international students, and the local professional practice.

A competence meeting is an encounter within a group of people who decide to
reflect upon an actual theme or aspect of their work and/or practice
experiences. One person takes responsibility for presenting an introduction
and leading the discussion. Some are responsible for actively participating,
while others evaluate the process afterwards together with the leader of the
meeting.

Documentation:
For a meeting to be accredited, a student needs to document the learning
process with the following:

1. A statement of when and where the competence meeting is held.

2. A description of how many participants are involved in the meeting
and which institutions are represented.

A presentation of the agenda for the meeting.

An evaluation of the meeting by two of its participants (either orally or
in writing).

5. An evaluation of the three phases of preparation, meeting and
reflection after the meeting.

Masterforum is a communications room for Fronter, an ICT platform for
teachers and master’s students in social work at Bodg University College. On
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December 13th 2007, a total of 104 master’s students were registered and 25
published a documentation of the competence meeting in Masterforum.
When categorizing the content and theme of these meetings, the following six

different groups appeared:

Theme: Reflection Reflection | Reflection | Reflection Reflection Reflection
ona ona on the on the and on the
previously | theme student’s student’s description | supervision
videotaped | from the written contribution | of a theme among
lecture master’s essay at the from the colleagues

thesis conference student’s on the
workplace student’s
lecture

Number 8 3 5 2 6 1

of

students:

Table 1: Content of master’s students’ competence meeting.

As we can see from the table, the themes varied. Eight students presented an
introduction to discussion by using a videotaped lecture such as “Symbolic
Interactionism” or “Relational Ethics”. These videotaped lectures were
available in Fronter for all master’s students. Six students used the
opportunity to arrange a meeting with colleagues and collaborative partners
to discuss a work-related issue. One student, who was working at a university
college, used the competence meeting as part of a compulsory student
evaluation of her own lecture. Five students presented an essay that was an
exam paper on a social work theory course in the master’s programme. These
essays were personal accounts that inspired further discussion among the
students. Nine such student essays from the master’s programmes in social
work and practical knowledge are published in the book, “A Glance at
Practice” (Blikk pa praksis), in which social workers narrate their work
experiences (Olsen and Oltedal, eds. 2007).

The number of participants in the meetings varied. On one occasion, there was
only one student, the teacher and one of the technical staff in the room, while
three students were logged onto the streamlined video conference and one was
logged onto a chat channel. Students who presented issues from conferences,
or described an issue from their work situation, usually had many more people
who attended their presentations (between 10 to 60 people).

The flexibly delivered master’s programme has many off-campus students,
and as a result, there is a need to enhance even more interactive activity and
to develop educational forms that increase contact between students living in
different locations.

A competence meeting among Reykjavik, Cape Town
and Bodo

In the following, I will present a competence meeting between professors and
practitioners in three countries. This meeting was arranged in connection with
the publication of this article, and is available as a video link attached to this
article. It consists of an interview that the leader of this meeting, Thorhildur G.
Egilsdottir of Iceland, had with Professor Tom Andersen on October 10t 2006
and of a virtual meeting on May 13 2009 between participants in Bodg,
Reykjavik and Cape Town.

The leader of the meeting has written the following documentation:

An online competence meeting between Iceland, Norway and
South Africa on May 13t 2009.
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Participants:

From Reykjavik: Thorhildur Egilsdottir, Bjarney Kristjansdottir and Dr.
Sigrun Juliusdottir.

From Bodg: Pal Grav, Reidun Ulvin and Sigurd Schultz.

From Cape Town: Dr. Vivienne Bozalek and Dr. Tamara Shefer.

The purpose of the meeting was to reflect on an interview with the world
renowned family therapist Tom Anderson. Thorhildur Egilsdottir, the
leader of the meeting, interviewed him while he attended the 15t World
Family Therapy Congress of the International Family Therapy
Association (IFTA) held in Reykjavik, Iceland on October 10 2006. In the
interview, he was asked to reflect on three different realities: a) the non-
moving and the visible, b) the moving and the visible, and c) the moving
and the invisible. The link with this part of the interview was sent to all
the participants two weeks in advance of the meeting.

The preparation

The idea of this particular competence meeting came from Dr. Siv
Oltedal. The interview was presented at a competence meeting in the fall
of 2006 at the University College of Bodg. Dr. Siv Oltedal provided e-mail
addresses for one of the African participants and one of the Norwegian
participants. They were then asked to invite participants from their
country and I also invited two Icelandic colleagues. Although the term
“competence meeting” was a new concept for most of us, this was no
hindrance to participation. Finding a suitable date when everyone was
available was a challenge. Several options were checked before we finally
found the perfect match for everyone. Due to different time zones, we
agreed to start as early as possible, i.e. at 8 am in Iceland and 10 am in
Norway and South Africa. Preferably, we should have watched the
interview together, but technically, this was a rather difficult task. I
therefore decided to have the interview available through an internet link
that was sent to all participants two weeks in advance. Thus, they could
watch the video at their own convenience.

The meeting

The meeting took place online, but we were sitting in three different
countries in three different studios. There were eight participants:
Thorhildur Egilsdottir, Social Worker in Reykjavik; Bjarney
Kristjansdottir, Social Worker in Reykjavik; Dr. Sigrun Juliusdottir,
Professor of Social Work at the University of Iceland; P&l Grav, Social
Worker in probation office in Bodg; Reidun Ulvin, Social Worker in
probation office, mid-Norway; Sigurd Schultz, Social Worker and Head
of Open Prison in Bodg; Dr. Vivienne Bozalek, Professor of Social Work,
University of Western Cape Town; Dr. Tamara Shefer, Professor of
Gender Studies, University of Western Cape Town. There were also three
technicians: Grettir Sigurjonsson, University of Iceland; Jorgen Karlsen,
University College of Bode, and Graham Julies, University of Western
Cape Town. The meeting lasted for approximately one hour. Though we
had not met previously, we immediately established a good atmosphere
while reflecting on Tom’s reflections. We related Tom”s reflections to
our practice as social workers in addition to being teachers and
researchers. We managed to meet and understand each other across
countries and contexts. All the participants agreed that attending the
event was a good experience.

The aftermath
It was enjoyable to arrange the meeting and experience the impact this
method had on the participants. Thinking back to the meeting and the
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ideas expressed there, I somehow feel my thoughts/ideas/opinions are
not the same as before. Sharing practical experiences across different
countries and cultures is a knowledge-building process geared to
breaking down preconceived ideas. The joy and the laughter at the
meeting was the best part of the process and tells us a lot about the
possibilities that the internet may hold for teaching and developing social
work in the future.

Reykjavik, May 24t 2009
Thorhildur Egilsdottir

The inspiration to develop a competence meeting as a practical reflective
method can also be traced back to thoughts about the reflective process and
reflective team (Andersen 1994). The book “Innovations in the Reflecting
Process” (Anderson and Jensen, eds. 2007) honours Tom Andersen’s
courageous, creative and committed contributions. The book demonstrates
how his ideas have created worldwide development in the field of family
therapy. In the preface of the book, the editors write: “Some have made
footprints that will last for a long time. One of these is Tom Andersen. From a
position as a professor of social psychiatry in northern Norway, he has moved
around the world participating with other professionals in their efforts to
develop their work and seek wider horizons” (ibid). Tom Andersen died on
May 15th 2007 and Michaelsen4 writes the following memorial describing
Andersen’s perspective: “In meetings and conversations, we find our hope.
When we are listening, seeking words and describing ourselves, we inform
ourselves and others. Thus, we can see what we see, hear what we are hearing
and move forward in life. (...) Listen and see what is being said. Here are the
answers and the questions.”

“We have to respond to what people say and not to what we think they are
saying” says Tom Andersen in the attached videotaped interview. He wants to
explore what is reality and how people meet each other on the surface. It is
important to see and to listen. Participants in the competence meeting from
Norway and Iceland had all met Tom Andersen in real life. Sigrun Juliusdottir
says that before she delivered a speech at the above mentioned conference in
Iceland, she told Tom Andersen that she was very nervous. He then he replied:
“I do not think so much.” We can interpret this answer to be in accordance
with his general perspective in which he focuses upon seeing and hearing.

Although the participants from South Africa were not familiar with the
thoughts of Tom Andersen, they say that it resonates with their experience that
language shapes meaning. An important question is: How do we really listen to
people coming from different realities? However, as one person from South
Africa says: Social workers are going to help people to think about what they
can do, although it is perhaps naive to think that voices in themselves will do
anything. To be able to create knowledge and understand this new
information, it must contain a suitable difference in regard to what people are
already familiar with; the new information must not be too common or too
different from what the audience already knows (Andersen 1994). In a
competence meeting, a Norwegian participant used the metaphor about how
social workers should act as troublemakers within their workplaces. The
challenge is to then find the right distance between what you and others think,
thus enabling one to be able to contribute to development. In a competence
meeting, the person who presents the introduction shares something that
he/she has struggled with, or explores the connection between theory and
practice. Interactions and reflection should be given time so that participants
may experience both an inner and an outer conversation (ibid). This method is
more about spreading a great deal of seeds and creating a difference that
makes a difference (Bateson 1972).
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Participants were very excited about the possibility of using video
conferencing, and for some of them it was their first video meeting. What
follows are some more comments from the participants at the end of the
meeting:

e TItfelt like a very good experience. I was grateful to be able to participate in
a competence meeting and be involved in discussions across contexts. It
was demonstrated for the participants that language is a tool as well as a
hindrance. The description of the possibilities created by technology and
internationalization was wonderful (Iceland).

e One wondered about where such a meeting would take the participants.
His reply was: Maybe it is about human beings meeting other human
beings? (Norway).

e A participant found the conversation interesting because it speaks to her
research and theoretical interests. She says it was good to see an image,
knowing that the person is there. She was quite inspired to see what the
visual adds to the conversation (South Africa).

It was a rather comprehensive job to set up the meeting by adjusting in the
technical equipment. The technician in Bode used equipment that was
splitting the video signal from the decoder, using a device which transforms
encoded signals into their original form; thus, one was directed toward the
monitor and another toward the recorder. The same splitting procedure had to
be done with the sound signals. He made two simultaneous recordings. One
was stored in the server, and was sent directly in real time to the participants
at the meeting. The other recording, which was of higher quality, started
earlier than the other one. It is the last one that Thorhildur, the leader of the
meeting, was editing for the final version of this competence meeting.

Teacher and student opinions about competence
meetings

The flexible master’s programme in Bode draws its candidates from all over
Norway and, in some cases, from other Nordic countries. The curriculum has a
flexible form, and makes comprehensive use of streaming for lectures. This
makes it possible to complete the master’s programme as an off-campus
student.

In December 2007, an invitation to participate in reflections upon competence
meetings was first posted in the Masterforum information area. Thereafter,
informants who had participated in several meetings received an additional
mail. I received few replies. In spite of this, I decided not to send new
reminders because I had received replies representing the following three
categories: teachers, on-campus students and off-campus students. The aim of
this assessment was to get a qualitative, explorative overview of this method,
rather than a generalized opinion based on a quantitative approach
representing all the participants. Using a qualitative approach, it is sufficient
to get one answer from each of the three informant categories. Different
answers from these three informants are presented and discussed. It is
reasonable to suppose that the chosen informants represent some of the most
engaged participants involved in the competence meetings. The informants
mailed me answers on the following questions:

e How would you describe a competence meeting?

*  What are the benefits and challenges provided by this kind of
educational practice?

¢  How may competence meetings be improved?
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When our informants were asked to describe a competence meeting, they all
emphasized that students involved in such meetings play a more active role
than they do in other parts of the master’s study programme. The leader of the
master’s programme focuses on the fact that such a meeting is an arena for
students to take the lead in presentations and reflections on the subject under
consideration, while the teachers play a more passive role. The on-campus
student describes it as a lecture held by a student with an audience of other
master’s students, aimed at mediating theoretical knowledge and knowledge
developed in practice.

“To share creates a feeling of being part of a context, and such meetings are
inclusive.” This was the immediate reflection shared by an off-campus student
when she was asked to describe her experiences from competence meetings at
Bodg University College. She also wrote: “What makes a competence meeting
different from other meetings is that it has a more open structure, thus
creating new perspectives and challenging prejudiced opinions. Open
processes that take place in the gathering are crucial within a competence
meeting.”

This off-campus student also emphasized that the process of preparing,
implementing and reflecting on the meeting does more than build knowledge;
it creates a feeling of coping and connecting with other students as well. Her
opinion is that such processes are very difficult to produce in other ways
within a distance-education programme. On the other hand, she says that it is
not fruitful for further discussion when students repeat lectures that are taped
and already available to all students.

A prerequisite for a competence meeting is that a group of people participate.
In this way, the off-campus student highlights the importance of recruiting
participants to take part in competence meetings. If there are too few students,
the person who gives the introduction becomes too important, and many
questions are directed to this person. As a result, it almost becomes like a
traditional lecture in which the teacher is the expert. According to the off-
campus student, the necessary dynamic in a competence meeting then
disappears.

When the on-campus student expresses what is positive, she underscores the
new experiences and learning that result from presenting an introduction that
can contribute to reflections regarding practice. It is a new and exciting form
of education. She says it is a good way of learning because you can also learn
from what fellow students consider to be important. However, on the down
side, there were often too few students participating, so the dialogue did not
always take off. In a situation where the video conferencing system was not
functioning, the leader of the competence meeting communicated by
telephone. The distance between on- and off-campus became evident, and the
on-campus informant highlights the fact that it is necessary to ensure technical
equipment which creates a common communication room in real time.

The leader of the course emphasizes that it is a positive that students take a
more active approach to this subject. He says that it is especially important
that students who are presenting at the meeting accept the fact that the
teacher does not take responsibility for creating discussions. However, the
leader agrees that there are too few participants on the internet, and therefore
the meetings depend on the four to five students present in the classroom.

Seen from the off-campus student’s perspective, a competence meeting breaks
the isolation of the individual student. Isolation is the main disadvantage of
being a distance-education student. Competence meetings create an
opportunity to develop an internet milieu, with the possibility of using a web
camera to make direct contact with fellow students and teachers. She says it
feels like being on campus when this type of communication is occurring in
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real time. In her opinion, the biggest challenge - the lack of community - could
be dealt with by developing a competence meeting as a better reflective
practical method:

“Students may carry out the meetings alone or together with other
students. This is possible to do in different ways, like creating a net
connection between different parts of the country, having a conversation
with a relevant, skilled person/professional followed by a reflection upon
this conversation, or by taping a discussion among students followed by a
reflection on this discussion. In this way, you get reflections upon
reflections and you will break up the two-way communication between
presenter and audience. Circular processes are important in education
because the individual will be involved in a way that creates attachment
and gives the student a feeling of belonging to a community. Creating
these processes is the biggest challenge for the future of distance-
education.”

“More focus on practical experiences”, the on-campus student said when she
was asked to comment on how competence meetings can be improved. The
leader of the master’s programme and the off-campus student both
underscored different ways of creating more collective processes by
challenging students to work together in groups. For example, in 2007, on-
campus students took responsibility for four different meetings, and inspired
each other by switching the role as leader, evaluator or audience member in
the meeting. According to the teacher and the off-campus student, the teacher
does not necessarily need to be part of the meetings.

Cooperative learning within a student network

Learning theories can be individual, collaborative or cooperative. Regarding
the first, education is conducted alone, while the second depends on a group,
and the third takes place in a network (Paulsen 2008). Individual learning
dominates traditional online distance-education, and the cornerstone for the
development of cooperative learning is voluntary but attractive learning
communities, while traditional face- to-face institutions favour collaborative
learning in which individual flexibility needs to be limited and students learn
to sink or swim together (ibid).

The Theory of Cooperative Freedom claims that adult students often seek
individual flexibility and freedom. Therefore, there is tension between the urge
for individual independence and the necessity to contribute in a collective
learning community. Morten Flate Paulsen (2007) has based his theory on the
following three pillars:

1. Voluntary, but attractive participation.
2. Means promoting individual flexibility.

3. Means promoting affinity to a learning community.

Does a competence meeting fulfil these three pillars? If you register for a study
programme, it is not possible for everything within it to be voluntary if you are
to receive credits at the end of it. However, what does voluntary mean? If we
take the case of a competence meeting, one of the requirements is that every
master’s student in the programme conducts such a meeting. On the other
hand, the amount of effort they put into this part of the programme is
voluntary. In any case, they have fulfilled the study-related requirements, and
do not receive grades. The assessment is based on whether or not the
competence meeting is accepted or not accepted. The description of the
competence meeting is included as part of the master’s thesis course. They
need to have it completed before their master’s thesis is submitted for grading.
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One could say it is voluntary whether one learns a great deal or almost nothing
at all from conducting such a meeting. The attraction of using this method is
that the student can fill these meetings with the content he/she is interested
in, while the university requirements are almost exclusively on a more formal
level. Another attractive aspect is that they can combine a study activity with
something they need or ought to do as part of their ordinary work. They may
take initiatives that would otherwise be difficult to take if it were not a study
programme requirement. One such example is the interview Thorhildur G.
Egilsdottir did with Professor Tom Andersen while he was attending an
international conference. By itself, such a private interview would not have
been regarded as a legitimate use of a key speaker’s leisure time. (See the
interview in the link)

In ordinary face-to-face education on campus, a collaborative learning strategy
requires students to participate in learning communities. The individual
freedom for each student may create tension and appear as problematic for the
entire group’s learning process. By referring to the learning process we get
from a collaborative activity, we are emphasizing the needs of the group over
those of the individual. In the end, participating in these groups will be
rewarded with new knowledge. A collective orientation is often stressed
throughout the entire process.

The off-campus student noted that competence meetings provide good
possibilities for creating online communities among distance-education
students. However, the meetings may need to be more organized, e.g. by
creating a system of learning partners. A learning partner service is a system
that helps a student to find suitable fellow students with whom he/she may
build a learning community. The possibility of individual freedom is often a
motive for embarking on flexibly-delivered studies.

Competence meetings take place in a network that is part of a cooperative
learning community. I agree with Paulsen (2008) that cooperation with others
should be attractive and appealing. In the context of social work and the
importance of developing communication within social systems, I think it is
preferable however to also have an obligatory component within a cooperative
learning approach. Students that do not contribute to a learning community
cannot be perceived as a learning resource for others.

Competence meetings as a social system

A competence meeting is an interactive system. According to Luhmann,
societies are divided into different systems, and the function of the educational
system is to steer people in the direction of definite goals (Qvortrup 2005).
This system divides members into teachable (resource) and risk (threat)
pupils/students. Students must learn to handle knowledge and no-knowledge
and understand the distinction between them (ibid). Students can be
identified in two types of systems: social systems that are maintained by
communication and psychic systems that are maintained by conscious
processes. A system can also be defined as interaction and communication
within borders. There is more communication going on within the borders of a
system than crossing borders between a system and its surroundings. Each
system creates its own surroundings and its own context. People, as
represented by psychic systems, are parts of the context when social systems
within a society are created. For that reason, students who participate in a
competence meeting are both inside and outside this social system. With his
identification of psychic systems, Luhmann (1993) rescues people from being
totally defined by society, and they get a place where they can develop their
own thoughts and feelings. Social systems develop in order to cope with
external complexity. The reflective teams that Tom Andersen developed to
facilitate reflections upon reflections (Andersen 1994) can also be regarded as
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social systems. Both Andersen (ibid) and Luhmann (1993) have as their
premise that we are not able to instruct systems, that an input to a system can
only “irritate” it, and that the output will be a result of interaction with the
systems’ own internal logic. Tom Andersen had close contact with the US-
based Galveston Institute in Texas, which published an article entitled
“Problem determined systems” (Anderson, Goolishian & Winderman 1986),
and the connection here towards Luhmann can also be identified. Problems
are maintained in language by a problem-determined system and are
subsequently dissolved through conversation (ibid).

Language can basically be conceptualized in two ways: as system and
structure, or as practice and communication. It is necessary to take context
into account in order to be able to understand the communicated meanings
and functions of what is said by actors in specific situations (Linell 1998: 3).
According to social constructivism (Berger and Luckmann 1966), reality is
constructed through a dialectic process between social relations and social
structures, and symbolic interpretations play a very relevant role in the social
construction of reality. When practitioners are talking about what they do,
they sometimes need to develop new expressions or metaphors to grasp the
local and contextual interpretations, e.g. by using narratives, which have such
a flexible or elastic form that enables them to contribute to the comprehension
of small nuances that complement theoretical knowledge (Erstad 2005).

When we communicate, we do not know for sure if various participants have a
similar interpretation of a phenomenon. We can only explore differences,
misunderstandings and  miscommunications (Rommetveit  2001).
“Poststructuralists insist that words and texts have no fixed or intrinsic
meanings, that there is no transparent or self-evident relationship between
them and either ideas or things, no basic or ultimate correspondence between
language and the world” (Scott 2003: 273). We will never be able to confirm
what was actually meant or be able to explore the full complexities of the
interpretations of the people involved. In the attached interview, Tom
Andersen talks about the third reality as “the moving and invisible” one. Here,
people communicate through metaphors. In Luhmann’s (1993, 2002) system
of theoretical perspective, he tells us that subjects cannot communicate with
each other, and only communication can communicate. We can interpret this
to mean, for example, communication through metaphors.

A competence meeting is a concrete arena where different participants meet to
present, reflect on and discuss issues relevant to an academic institution and
the workplace. Theory is the most dominant aspect at universities, while a
focus on practice is more characteristic of the workplace. As blended learning,
competence meetings include both digital and traditional classroom-based
learning activities for mediating dialogues between theory and practice. A
competence meeting is a social system that functions to create knowledge
(resource) and avoid the risk (threat) that it is felt as you are wasting your
time. It has its boundaries regarding the limitation of time and the need for
face-to-face meetings (virtual or in the same location). The leader of the
meeting is responsible for the preparation phase, the introduction, to lead the
discussion and to document the meeting in writing. The last part must occur if
the student is going to receive credit within the educational system.

What is it to create knowledge? The challenge is to look for ways to facilitate
reflections upon reflections. One needs to create a connection towards others
in the discussion. The focus should be on what is said — what is there — and not
on what you think was said. When engaging in dialogical communication, a
person will find resonance with others, although not look for agreement or
disagreement with others.

What is the risk? In this context, a monologue that does not connect with other
participants’ experiences is not regarded as knowledge. This is because
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somebody imposes ready-made interpretations about right and wrong
answers, and dialogue is not triggered. If someone is not touched or moved in
one way or another in a competence meeting context, we can then frame it as
not-knowledge.

Concluding remarks

Where does this bring us? In the conclusion, I will highlight three aspects for
the implementation of competence meetings which will be of value for further
exploration.

A culture of sharing develops when you use an internet-supported means for
lecturing, discussing and holding competence meetings, etc., and you have less
control over the audience. In this new ICT area, it is much more difficult to
privatize what is occurring. This may create ethical considerations in relation
to exploring a new and challenging theme on the internet in terms of not
knowing who is in the audience. Although this is a closed net within the
master’s study programme, one will never gain control over who may observe
the meetings on the internet together with the enrolled students. If an
interesting competence meeting is conducted, a student can even invite friends
and colleagues to look at the videotaped meeting once again. Students who do
not participate in a competence meeting in real time can participate in an
inner conversation with what they see and hear. In this way, they will gain
knowledge through a flexibly-delivered study. However, students need to
listen carefully and take the time to get in touch with an inner conversation
that connects their own everyday knowledge and practice to an already
produced competence meeting. In the reflexive process, students must change
from just being spectators to becoming participants who involve themselves in
dialogues. To be a partner in a learning community, the student also needs to
embark on external conversations with partner students.

How can we strengthen an active learner-centred pedagogy by appraising
public exposure and a sharing culture in the production of knowledge?

Exploring practices and processes in social work can challenge the
contemporary focus on results and evidence. In social work, there is a debate
regarding evidence-based practice, which focuses on more general guidelines,
and looks for the effects produced in social work (Eskelinen, Olesen & Caswell
2008). A more social constructivist approach with an interpretive and
linguistic turn will focus on developing practice from within through critical
reflection (ibid). Discussions and deliberations can be documented in a
competence meeting as a way of safeguarding practices. Such a documentation
process can open up new ideas in how to cope with difficult life situations and
create empowering experiences for the participants. Reflective processes can
provide a critical stance towards unified descriptions by also emphasizing
oppositions and contradictions.

A feeling of community is an important component of participation in a
competence meeting. It is a challenge to create a learning activity so that both
on-campus and distance-education students get the feeling of belonging to a
community. Face-to-face interaction is of great value to the students. Off-
campus students have reported that it feels as if they are actually on campus
when the communication is happening in real time. Since the main challenge
for many students is that they cannot travel to the campus for various reasons,
a competence meeting will need to use a video-conferencing system. The
pedagogical challenge is to provide academic content, examples and situations
that demonstrate how combining the aims of both freedom and social unity
can yield optimal individual freedom within online learning communities.
Flexible studies, meaning both on- and off-campus studies, should emphasize
developing different reflective, practical methods that create a dialogue among
participants, thus reducing the monologue approach to education.
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