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This article draws on poststructural Experiential Learning Theory to concep-
tualize management development as a series of concurrent reflective conversa-
tions. The developmental change process is illustrated through the experiences
of Lewis Carroll’s character Alice in the booksThrough the Looking Glassand
Alice and Her Adventures in Wonderland. Furthering the distinction between
personal and social knowledge, the article suggests that development, and by
extension learning, is not a direct reflection of individual self but rather a pro-
cess of looking “awry” at individual experience. Implications for the efficacy
of various pedagogies—such as lecture, simulations and experiential exer-
cises, critical facilitation, and problem solving—are explored for each
conversation.
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“Who are you??” said the Caterpillar. This was not an encouraging opening for
a conversation. Alice replied, rather shyly, “I-I hardly know, sir, at present—at
least I know who I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have
changed several times since then.” (p. 60)

How puzzling all these changes are! I’m never sure what I’m going to be, from
one minute to another! (p. 74)

—Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland(Lewis Carroll, 1898)

694

Authors’ Note: Thanks to special issue coeditors Michael Gent and Gordon Meyer and two
anonymous reviewers who greatly improved this manuscript by engaging in the conversation of
distance.

JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT EDUCATION, Vol. 27 No. 6, December 2003 694-710
DOI: 10.1177/1052562903257941
© 2003 Organizational Behavior Teaching Society



Alice’s puzzlement over her experience appears common among those
venturing into the learning process. Such puzzlement is not unique to chil-
dren. Managers too experience puzzlement when they embark into the won-
derland of management education. After all, management describes, if noth-
ing else, a puzzling process and those venturing into management education
may find they don’t often recognize themselves once they’ve entered. The
experience of a puzzling self may be the inevitable consequence of the devel-
opmental process. Alice’s venture into the Looking Glass represents devel-
opmental change. Similarly, those venturing into management education
may find that the journey may leave them unable to recognize their own
reflection as the once clear image of the self slowly becomes distorted.

Management education runs rife with theories that recognize the reflec-
tive quality of development (Kegan, 1994; Kolb, 1984; Levinson, Darrow,
Klein, Levinson, & McKee, 1978; Levinson & Levinson, 1996; Loevinger,
1976; Schein, 1978). Behind such theories lies the assumption that develop-
mental change leads to an increasingly accurate view of the true self. Little
theory, however, has focused on the puzzle, discontinuity, and fracturing
associated with development. Emerging theory on management learning
portrays a deceptive process where a true reflection of the self is hardly
obtainable. The relationship between a person and his or her reflection in the
Looking Glass is tainted with imperfection (Kayes, 2002).

As Alice discovered, learning and development often go awry. Emerging
from the Looking Glass with a clearer understanding of the self requires
increased understanding of the relationship between personal and social
knowledge. Drawing on poststructural psychoanalysis (Lacan, 1978), this
article uses the metaphor of the Looking Glass to illustrate five reflective con-
versations that emerge during the management development process where
each conversation leads to an increasing awareness of the relationship
between personal and social knowledge (Nonaka, 1994). A better under-
standing of this relationship reveals an image of management education gone
awry. Before venturing into the Looking Glass, we take a brief divergence
into the literature on management development and metaphor.

Management Development

LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT

The idea that management learning involves a conglomeration of pro-
cesses related to the transformation of knowledge has received much atten-
tion among theorists (Kolb, 1984; Vince, 1998). Less attention, however, has
focused on development. Where learning describes the process of gathering
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and transforming knowledge, development describes the slow, progressive,
and relatively permanent changes in the nature of learning over time.
Although learning and development involve closely related processes (e.g.,
Vygotsky, 1978), this study emphasizes the developmental aspects of
learning.

The goal of development often focuses on the creation of a whole and inte-
grated self. Theorists posit a variety of psychological, biological, and socio-
logical goals for development. These include environmental adaptation
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), career and life changes (Levinson et al., 1978;
Levinson & Levinson, 1996; Loevinger, 1976; Schein, 1978; Sheehey,
1995), improvement of critical thinking and cognitive complexity (King &
Kitchener, 1994; Kolb, 1984), moral reasoning (Kohlberg, 1969), and iden-
tity integration (Erickson, 1959). Effective management and learning is
related to developmental change (Kegan, 1994). Neilsen and Gypen (1979),
for example, apply Erickson’s (1959) identity development theory to explain
subordinate socialization in organizations. They describe how managers
progress to higher levels of developmental integration by working through
work-related dilemmas such as forming alliances versus competing, taking
initiative versus becoming dependent, and developing confidence versus a
sense of inferiority.

The perspective on development argued here challenges the idea of a
“whole” self and replaces it with the possibility that a fragmented identity is a
more progressed identity. This notion suggests that a manager who is whole
may be less likely to engage in continuous ongoing conversations that reflect
learning. The onset of a stable and enduring identity may lead a manager to
be less inclined to learn; whereas a fragmented and developing identity can
lead to a greater inclination to engage in multiple conversations that lead to
learning.

The distinction between a whole and fragmented identity is important
because it responds to a core problem in management development: that
younger individuals are more adaptive than adults (see Kolb, 1984). Manage-
ment development, like Alice’s conversations in the Looking Glass, is not
simply a process of continuous progression to a predefined goal but rather a
series of ongoing conversations with the self and its reflection. Development
marks the process whereby managers gain an increasingly complex ability to
acquire and use language. The Looking Glass metaphor challenges the idea
that the well-developed manager is one who experiences himself or herself as
whole. Such a feeling of wholeness may actually lead to limiting the man-
ager’s adaptability to changing and evolving circumstances. Based on this
thinking, the more developed manager is actually the less adaptive one. In
contrast, the point of view argued in this article suggests a manager’s experi-
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ence of wholeness, like the image in the mirror, is not a direct reflection of the
self, but rather an image gone awry. Thus, an increasing awareness of this dis-
tortion marks the movement toward development.

POSTSTRUCTURAL EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING THEORY

The inspiration for these ideas grew out of Experiential Learning Theory
(ELT) (Kolb, 1984). ELT remains an influential theory of management learn-
ing used to explain a variety of development activities. More recent work on
ELT focuses on the role of conversation in learning (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb,
2002). Kayes (2002) extended ELT based on poststructural psychoanalysis
(Lacan, 1978) to clarify the relationship between personal and social knowl-
edge. Poststructural learning theory emphasizes the role and structure of lan-
guage in the learning process. Learning describes a four-phase process: (a)
need, (b) internal representation, (c) identity, and (d) social interaction.
According to this theory, as language moves from personal to social forms, a
split or “fracture” occurs. The resulting fracture muddles the relationship
between personal and social knowledge, making the specific relationship
unclear. In other words, language, as a social form, is not a pure expression of
experience but rather a loose representation of personal psychological needs.
In developmental learning terms, social expression is a distorted reflection,
not a pure reflection of the self. Language never directly represents experi-
ence; rather, language represents a kind of inverted or distorted image of
one’s inner experience.

We drew on Lacan’s (1978) conception of development as a process of
increasing awareness of one’s relationship to language. As a person devel-
ops, he or she increases in the ability to use language. Language assumes an
emancipatory quality. Once a person becomes aware of and displays mastery
over language, that person learns to deal with the world in a more complex
way. In particular, we draw on Lacan’s description of the “mirror” stage,
where a person first sees his or her image in the mirror, to suggest a five-phase
process of development. The poststructural approach to developmental
learning we are proposing rests on six assumptions about management
development:

1. Experience is conceived in terms of language—this refrains from privileging
experience over other aspects of learning such as reflection, abstraction, or ac-
tion.

2. Development is a series of multiple simultaneous conversations between per-
sonal and social knowledge—this challenges conceptualizations that charac-
terize development in terms of progressive, distinctive, and hierarchical stages.
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3. Consistent with ELT, development describes the process by which a manager
adapts to complex problems and the various conversations used to solve them.

4. As an adult theory of learning, development begins with late adolescence and
continues throughout the career of a manager and thus applies to the life span
of management education from undergraduate to advanced executive educa-
tion.

5. Development describes a process whereby a manager becomes more aware of
the separation between personal and social knowledge. The assumption rests
on the idea that the self is both a “real” entity and a reflection of the social
world.

6. Development is conceived along two dimensions: awareness and language.
Awareness spans a continuum ranging from social to personal knowledge.
Language spans the continuum ranging from specialization to adaptation.

Development involves five simultaneous conversational processes: (a)
distinction, (b) diffusion, (c) discovery, (d) desire, and (e) distance. Each con-
versation facilitates adaptation to more complex organizational problems.

Metaphor in Management Learning

FROM POINT AND CLICK TO LOOK AND LEARN

Approaches to management development consistently recognize that
individual perceptions mirror reality. This implicit metaphor characterizes
the relationship between personal and social knowledge as that of a “mirror
image” where the external environment mirrors reality. This mirror metaphor
suggests that underneath the representational image rests a “true” view of the
self. Nonaka’s (1994) computer software metaphor of management learning
as Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) represents a well-known instance
of the mirror image view of management learning.1 The metaphor of hyper-
text characterizes tacit knowledge (e.g., personal knowledge) as the hidden
text where explicit knowledge (e.g., social knowledge) is its observable man-
ifestation. The HTML metaphor highlights the importance of the personal-
social knowledge distinction and describes an exact, one-to-one relationship
between personal and social knowledge.

The click and point of the HTML metaphor imagines social and personal
knowledge as a direct relationship between an image and its representation.
Knowledge contains two components—a representational knowledge,
which is observable, and an underlying true knowledge, which is hidden or
silent. Both what is observable and what is not are marked by a direct object-
subject relationship. The popularity of Nonaka’s (1994) computer metaphor
reflects the pervasiveness of the belief in a one-to-one relationship between
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personal and social knowledge. Born from assumptions of science and belief
in objective reality, this metaphor asserts that a true “self” underlies the dis-
torted image reflected in the mirror.

Despite its persistent popularity, the software metaphor has its limitations
in describing management development. First, it pays little attention to the
deception, fracture, and distortion that occurs as knowledge moves between
personal and social forms. Current mirror metaphors miss the social-subjec-
tivity of the self, especially as it relates to the puzzling, challenging, and con-
fusing aspects of the development process (Lacan, 1978). Indeed, even ele-
mentary physics tells us that a mirror image is not an exact reflection but one
of distorted and reversed imagery. Second, the metaphor fails to account for
the role of language acquisition and proficiency essential for developmental
processes. The slow progressive changes that mark developmental learning
are a function of language acquisition and use (Vygotsky, 1978). Essentially,
current mirror metaphors miss the idea that reflection is neither stable nor
fixed but that it changes, “from one minute to another” (Carroll, 1872; p. 54)
Development looks less like the point and click of hypertext and more like the
look and learn of mirror images. Development may be best reflected as a con-
versation with oneself in the mirror. An alternative, Looking Glass, approach
to developmental learning is depicted graphically in Figure 1.

ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND

The Looking Glass provides a complementary metaphor for management
development because it reflects the often puzzling, deceptive, and discontin-
uous aspects of management development. The experience of Alice, the cen-
tral character in Lewis Carroll’s booksThrough the Looking Glass(1872)
andAlice’s Adventures in Wonderland(1865), illustrates the conversations
between personal (self) and social (other) self. Her encounters with various
characters in the Looking Glass represent the conversations she carries on
with herself, albeit through the various images she encounters in her self-
reflection. These self-reflective conversations enable Alice to develop from
child to adult. Alice enters her self-reflective conversation “Through the
Looking Glass” and then retreats as a qualitatively different person. The
author laments Alice’s fleeting changes in the story’s opening poem, which
are then echoed in the closing line: “Long has paled that sunny sky: echoes
fade and memories die . . . ” (p. 311).

Alice’s developmental agenda reaches full circle as she engages in the
self-reflective conversations in Wonderland. Alice experiences the puzzling
and deceptive nature of development as she becomes more adaptable. A man-
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ager, like Alice, must develop understanding of the relationship between the
self and its reflection to increase adaptability. Alice learns about the impor-
tance of adaptability when she follows the White Rabbit into his rabbit hole.
Alice drinks from a bottle of liquid, shrinks, eats an entire cake, grows tall,
and becomes stuck in the structure of the cottage. Similarly, managers can
easily become stuck in their own developmental agenda without the right
conversation.

Without engaging in the five conversations of developmental learning,
managers may quickly become stuck in a problem of their own creation.
Only after engaging in the five developmental conversations does a manager
begin to see with clarity the deception and illusion of the Looking Glass.
Those who may find the following section too awry for comfort can turn to
Table 1 for a summary of the five conversations that occur in the Looking
Glass.
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Table 1
Developmental Conversations Through the Looking Glass

Developmental
Conversation Definition Mirror Image

Nature of
Knowledge

Reference for
Differences Relationship to Others

Distinction Biological, need driven,
pure emotion

Sees no reflection,
only self

Personal only Prefers homogeneity Disengaged from others

Diffusion Dependence, cannot
distinguish between
personal or social self

Sees only reflection,
no self

Social only Prefers homogeneity—
sees value in difference

Understands others

Discovery Individual placed in
context of social norms

Sees reflection but
as real, not an image

Personal and social
in dichotomous
relationship

Prefers homogeneity—
sees only one perspective
of self

Converses with others
but does not hear them

Desire Sees distinction between
self-other but only in
context

Sees distorted image
as continuous and
whole

Personal and social
in continuous
relationship

Prefers heterogeneity
but experiences anxiety

Differences with others
become apparent

Distance Distinction between
personal and social
becomes clear in
multiple contexts

Sees distorted image
as distorted but
discontinuous

Personal and social
in fractured
relationship

Seeks heterogeneity Distinction and
connection with others



The Conversations of Management Development

DISTINCTION

During the distinction conversation, the learner is only aware of his or her
inner needs. No awareness of language has emerged because the manager
fails to discover his or her reflection in the mirror. Knowledge remains purely
personal and there is no awareness of its social nature. In this conversation,
puzzlement takes the form of frustration when external knowledge does not
conform to internal experience.

Conversations of distinction commonly find learners who fail to under-
stand why a learning format does not conform to their expectations. In our
teaching, we often encounter learners who remain closed to new ideas that do
not conform to their existing experience. For example, we used a book that
described the experiences of African American female executives in the
workplace (Bell & Nkomo, 2001). Many of the men in the class had difficulty
associating with the experiences of these women because it was so different
from their own experiences. Because many individuals could not relate to an
experience that did not conform to their own, they immediately disengaged
from others in the class.

Conversations of distinction often foster isolation and preferences for
social homogeneity. During the distinction conversation, individuals talk to
themselves although the conversation is nothing more than soliloquy. They
see no reflection of the self in the mirror. Alice too engages in the conversa-
tion of distinction, as her individuality remains disengaged from the social
world. Alice does not ask questions, but she sees her experiences as distinct
from others as demonstrated in the following conversation between Alice
and Tweedledee:

“You know very well you’re not real.” “I am real!” said Alice and began to cry.
“You won’t make yourself a bit realler by crying,” Tweedledee remarked:
“there’s nothing to cry about.” “If I wasn’t real,” Alice said, “I shouldn’t be able
to cry.” (Carroll, 1872, p. 58)

Alice’s realness is not based on her ability to engage in social conversation
but on her experience of crying. What is real to Alice is her direct experience.
She has not yet realized that her experience is directly tied to the social world.
Alice is unable to distinguish between her internal experience and the rela-
tionship of her experience to the social world. Just as managers often mistake
their inner needs or emotions for their reality, crying appears to be real to
Alice because crying is personal knowledge and that is all she knows.
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DIFFUSION

Whereas distinction is common enough, conversations of diffusion are
more common. During conversations of diffusion, learners often blame the
instructor for a variety of things: inability to explain material in a clear man-
ner, not creating an environment that allows the individual to learn, or accusa-
tions of not being “customer focused.” Traditionally, educators might have
called this dependence or counterdependence (e.g., Bion, 1961), but the mir-
ror provides a different explanation: The reflection is all that we know. In the
diffusion conversation, learners begin to see their own reflection in that of the
instructor. But unlike traditional projection, the individual sees the instructor
as an exact reflection of his or her own experience. The learner becomes
aware of his or her own reflection but mistakes the reflection for the self.
Social knowledge aligns with personal knowledge, but the social is seen sim-
ply as a reflection of the personal. Learners begin to rely on the image in the
mirror, with little awareness that the image is a reflection. The personal
becomes diffused into the image and learners begin to rely exclusively on the
image’s projection into the external environment.

In the conversation of diffusion, the soliloquy of distinction gives way to a
conversation that reflects engagement with others, but at the expense of one’s
self. It seems Alice remains unable to understand that the mirror is simply a
reflection of her own image in the conversation with a fawn:

“What do you call yourself?” The Fawn said at last, “I wish I knew!” thought
poor Alice, “Please would you tell me what you call yourself?” she said tim-
idly. “I think it might help a little.” (Carroll, 1872, p. 44)

Alice begins to understand that the identity of the other will help her under-
stand her experience, although she is not quite sure why. Alice is yet to expe-
rience herself as connected to the other.

In the classroom, diffusion often occurs in comments and questions such
as “just tell me what to do,” “you’re the instructor, you tell me,” and “what
does the instructor want?” Each of these statements reflects the image of the
instructor, not the image of the learner. The learner views herself or himself
as a passive recipient of knowledge.

DISCOVERY

I’ll tell you all my ideas about the Looking Glass. . . the books are something
like our books, only the words go the wrong way; I know that because I’ve held
up one of our books to the glass . . . and certainly the glass was now beginning to
melt away, just like a bright silvery mist. In another moment Alice was through
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the glass, and had jumped lightly into the Looking Glass room. (Carroll, 1872,
pp. 7-8)

Just as the words in Alice’s books often go the wrong way, so does the
learner begin to see his or her reflection in the mirror. Personal and social
knowledge coexist. The discovery conversation marks movement into the
world of language. The learner discovers the wonder of the Looking Glass.
Language emerges as a means to articulate what was previously only per-
sonal experience. Excitement and enthusiasm for learning accompanies. Yet
puzzlement remains because naming the specific distinctions between inner
experiences and their social expression remains elusive. The learner becomes
liberated from both the personal absorption of distinction and the passivity of
diffusion.

Discovery offers the promise of self-mastery as the manager recognizes
that conversation will lead to greater problem solving, even if acquisition of
the skills themselves remains unachieved. The conversation of discovery
enlightens and expands the soliloquy by involving others in the conversation.
The soliloquy may be expanding but social knowledge is still a direct reflec-
tion of personal knowledge. The possibility of development through lan-
guage emerges in the discovery conversation. Here, the manager discovers
language as a tool for conversation just as Alice discovers the Looking Glass.
In the discovery phase, an environment with similar or homogenous actors is
still found to be most comfortable. During the discovery process, students no
longer sit passively but become active participants in class, asking questions,
providing comments, and detailing experiences that relate to the topic at
hand. In turn, few things engage the attentive instructor more than seeing the
excited and confident learner.

DESIRE

“Contrariwise,” continued Tweedledee, “if it was so, it might be; and if it were
so, it would be; but as it isn’t, it ain’t. That’s logic.” (Carroll, 1872, p. 48)

The process of desire points to a realization that traditional logical prob-
lem solving may be of limited value as situations spiral to new complexity.
Recognition of contradiction may be the ultimate proposition of desire. As
Tweedledee and Tweedledum inform Alice, management is fraught with par-
adox, tension, competing demands, and irresolvable contradiction. In the
conversation of desire, the manager has achieved mastery over the initial
problem but remains perplexed by his or her inability to completely respond
to the complexity of the situation at hand. Thus, a conversation of desire finds
the manager longing for knowledge. The conversation of desire places the

704 JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT EDUCATION / December 2003



manager between the personal world of self and the social world of other. The
manager enters a state of longing, baffled in the “contrariwise” world of
irresolvable problems; he or she experiences the constant demands of learn-
ing. With the rise of this paradoxical realization, the manager finally enters
the world of real conversation, a world that exists between social and per-
sonal knowledge.

In the desire conversation, the learner begins to apply language to solve
specific problems of interest, but this knowledge is still specific and contex-
tual. The learner recognizes the reflection in the mirror is not the same as the
person. In other words the distinction between personal and social knowl-
edge is now second nature; he or she remains frustrated in attempting to apply
the same language to different situations. The learner sees the same image
every time he or she approaches the mirror. The learner desires to see the
changing world but cannot fully engage with different images. Instead, there
is the desire to see the consistency in the image rather than the change.

How often has an instructor seen the following? A learner begins to learn a
new language. For example, he or she learns the language of personality type
to understand individual differences. Then the person begins to use the lan-
guage not just to describe personality and individual differences, but in fact
all management phenomena become subject to the types and descriptions of
personality theory. The learner attempts to use the same language to describe
often different and conflicting concepts.

Just as Tweedledee wants to apply contradictory logic—so does the
learner desire to use the same methods to explain contradictory evidence. A
monochromatic language, however, only creates the desire for a still more
colorful approach to description and understanding. Desire allows for con-
tradiction and differences to emerge. Heterogeneity is sought to improve
understanding. This desire for understanding comes at a price, continued
puzzlement over what the image in the mirror actually reflects.

DISTANCE

The final conversation, distance, recognizes the personal as well as the
social aspects of knowledge, but most important, it recognizes the distance
between the two. The mirror image is distorted and discontinuous. The image
in the mirror changes, becomes contextual, and often contradicts. Distance
emerges as the contradictory nature of language appears. From these contra-
dictions comes a new conversation. Conversation and language offer an
opportunity to reconfigure and adapt to these puzzling discontinuities but in a
manner that is recognizably awry.
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As Alice concludes her journey inThrough the Looking Glass(Carroll,
1872), she encounters two queens and engages them in the conversation of
distance. The metaphor is stretched a bit so that the red queen represents the
personal nature of knowledge and the white queen represents its social
nature. Alice finds herself caught in between.

“You ought to return thanks in a neat speech,” the Red Queen said, frowning at
Alice as she spoke. In fact it was rather difficult for her to keep in her place
while she made her speech: the two Queens pushed her so, one on each side,
that they nearly lifted her up into the air. (p. 150)

Alice is caught between the two queens, but she is not incapacitated. She
can still act, converse, and manage the contradictions offered by the red and
white. Indeed, Alice now sees herself as neither a victim nor a master of
knowledge but in between—as a mediator of the two. Even as Alice is tossed
between the red and white, she appears comforted by the jostling. Alice
resolved the challenges posed by the queens as she awakened to discover that
she was able to deal with the demands of distance. Now recognizing that sta-
bility is more puzzling than change, Alice asks, “How can you talk with a per-
son if they always say the same thing?” Language offers the means to recon-
figure the puzzling discontinuities. Heterogeneity becomes stimulating for it
offers the chance to be jostled between two conflicting ideas.

Spurious as this conversation may appear on the surface, managers as
learners may display the conversation of distance when they explain their
comfort in confusion, their expectations of messiness, or contemplate the
unintended consequences of their actions as managers. The developing man-
ager harnesses the tensions of contradiction to argue both sides of a problem,
like a lawyer, playing both plaintiff and defense in the same breath.

Distance emerges as the multiple demands of language become apparent.
The mirror image changes and distorts, the image is recognized as one that
holds change as well as continuity. Yes, the image always deceives, the rela-
tionship between personal and social knowledge is not always what it seems.
The recognition of this deception is the hallmark of distance.

The Looking Glass metaphor and Alice’s adventure in it illuminate the
puzzlements that arise as a manager learns the relationship between personal
and social knowledge. These puzzling experiences and the tensions that arise
motivate learning. Engaging in the five developmental conversations pro-
vides the basis of management development. In the next section, we review
how each of the five conversations relates to pedagogy and learning.
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Discussion

IMPLICATIONS FOR PEDAGOGY

It becomes tempting to think that each of the five reflective conversations
represents discreet stages. Of course, most learners do not experience these
conversations independently but rather engage in multiple overlapping con-
versations (Siegler, 1996). Because multiple conversations are likely to be
occurring at any particular point in time, it’s best to think in terms of utilizing
multiple pedagogies. Each pedagogy addresses the theoretical concerns that
arise during each conversation. Future research might take a more detailed
look at the specific techniques to enhance each conversation. Here we review
five common pedagogical strategies in management education and assess
their potential to respond to learner’s needs in each of the conversations.

Lecture

Individuals who are conversing with the language of distinction and diffu-
sion will find the lecture format most comfortable. Because individuals
engaged in these conversations see themselves as isolated, they remain
unable to distinguish between the personal and social self. Lectures provide a
means to expose learners to new language and to apply that language in con-
text. The lecture format promises that learners remain socially encapsulated
and continue to put their own individual lens on information. This is both a
benefit and a limitation to lectures. On the one hand, lecture is best suited for
learners (managers or future managers) who don’t yet see a connection
between the personal and social nature of knowledge. On the other hand,
because it fails to engage them in other conversations, lectures fail to expose
individuals to the social aspects of conversation (see, for example, Edwards,
Smith, & Webb, 2001).

Case Study

Case study approaches allow individuals to place themselves in a social
context. These experiences can then be applied to the case study to solve a set
of problems. Those learners involved in the processes of diffusion and dis-
covery will benefit most from this pedagogical methodology. In diffusion,
learners begin to understand the benefit of others’experience and others’val-
ues, whereas in discovery they begin to place themselves in the context of
social norms. Case studies, however, enable learners to understand that their
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personal experience may be insufficient to solve problems. The limitation of
the case study is that it lures individuals into the deception that problem solv-
ing is simple, discreet, on a single dimension, and that context doesn’t matter.

Experiential and Simulation

Experiential approaches (Osland, Kolb, & Rubin, 2001) and simulations
may be most useful at the discovery phase. As learners begin to see the dis-
tinction between personal and social knowledge, experiential learning will
enable group reflection on shared experience. These shared experiences cul-
minate in individuals’seeing and appreciating differences in others and mak-
ing connections between personal and social knowledge. Baker et al. (2002)
advocate conversational learning. An offspring of experiential learning, con-
versational learning may be most appropriate for the conversations of desire
and distance because conversation itself becomes the goal and the process.
Conversational approaches encourage understanding between the personal
and social nature of knowledge when there are wide differences between
individual perspectives and experience. Simulations and experiential
approaches share the need for post hoc debriefing, but these only enhance
desire and distance if these debriefings encourage interaction and the surfac-
ing of multiple perspectives.

Critical Pedagogy and Problem Solving

Use of a critical facilitator may be an important element in problem solv-
ing, especially as it relates to group process interventions (Gregory & Romm,
2001). Critical facilitation is designed to change the quality of a group’s con-
versation by reframing the content of group discussions. This methodology
would benefit individuals engaged in the conversation of discovery, inas-
much as learners are conversing with others but do not yet have the skills to
see the complexity of a problem. Critical facilitation would draw out differ-
ent connections and meaning that some individuals would have difficulty
doing on their own.

Interjecting critical reflection while avoiding reductionism related to case
study and lecture provide likely pedagogical strategies for conversations of
desire and distance. Reducing problems and situations to their essential ele-
ments provides a tempting simplification to deal with the vast complexity of
organizational problems. Yet this tendency toward reductionism, although
appropriate for those engaged in distinction, diffusion, and possibly discov-
ery, is a disservice to those individuals seeking to comprehend paradox and
contradictions. The conversations of desire and distinction require question-
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ing the varied assumptions that are embedded in the other three conversa-
tions. Thus, those conversing in desire and distinction will benefit most
clearly from the critical reflexivity of the complex and ambiguous learning
environment (Dehler, 1998).

In summary, the conceptualization, in metaphoric terms, of the Looking
Glass and Alice’s experience represents a provocative way of characterizing
management development that has implications for both theory and practice.
Believing in the concept of management education gone awry may lead to a
rethinking, retooling, and reconfiguring of traditional pedagogical
approaches. Such an adventure may seem like an impossible feat in light of
current management education practices, but believing in the impossible—
just like viewing oneself awry in the mirror—may be the first step to innova-
tions in management education.

Alice laughed. “There’s no use trying,” she said: “one can’t believe impossible
things.” “I daresay you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen. “When
I was your age, I always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I’ve
believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.” (Carroll, 1872,
p. 71)

Note

1. For an example of how to view the distinction between Hypertext Markup Language
(HTML) and its representation on the computer screen, access any Web page and select “View”
on the command menu. Then select “Source” from the pulldown menu. The HTML underlying
its representation on the screen is revealed.
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