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Introduction
Current preoccupations of relevance, reflexivity and sustained learning in management education have resulted in calls for innovative learning formats and tools (Lepisto and Hytti, 2021), with co-constructed coaching as a leadership learning intervention (Kempster and Iszatt-White, 2013) being proposed as one response to this call. Based on a study with Executive MBA students, Kempster and Iszatt-White suggested that what participants valued as a source of learning was not so much the theory input to the co-constructed coaching process as the reflective discussions with colleagues which followed. Theory tended to act as ‘scaffolding’ for these discussions rather than generating insights in and of themselves. Participants often adapted the theories, or elements of them, to fit their own experiences and needs rather than seeking to thoroughly understand or apply them. It can be expected that this perception of theory as an adjunct to leadership learning rather than a source will have resonance for other aspects of post-experience management education, particularly those that relate to the so-called ‘soft skills’ with which managers will have engaged over a number of years. The development of effective practice in relation to these skills requires a pedagogy that can surface tacit knowing generated from participative situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991), and convert it into explicit knowing, when the processes of such learning are not easily recalled, revealed and examined. Much research has pointed to this type of learning as a process of gradual becoming through the milieu of naturalistic experiences (Burgoyne and Hodgson, 1983; Kempster and Stewart, 2010), and suggested that it is this becoming that shapes everyday situated leadership/management practice. It therefore seems fundamental to designing post-experience management education that we should reveal and explore how the underlying and subterranean aspects of naturalistic and emergent learning can be surfaced and examined if practice is to be understood and developed.
The findings from Kempster and Iszatt-White’s (2013) work stand as a counter-point to the near-ubiquitous commercial application of management theories/models/instruments as tools/frameworks around which to build saleable leadership/management learning interventions – e.g. Hay McBer’s competences model; the 16PF personality psychometric, the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire, etc. This prevalence is equally noticeable within post-experience education in HE. Whilst the advent of the ‘flipped classroom’ has recognized the value add of face-to-face engagement with and between students, over and above the input of theoretical expertise and self-assessment measures (such as psychometrics), the notion of ‘research-led teaching’ and the theoretical expertise of the academic are still perceived as the bedrock of the Higher Education offering.
[bookmark: _Hlk133671590]This raises the question of why management academics (and academic management journals) are so fixated on the development of leadership/management theory when a) this doesn’t seem to be what post-experience management education learners value in a learning intervention; and b) theories appear to be inaccessible to practitioners/learners, who thus adapt them for their own use rather than critically understanding and applying them. This process of adaption rather than adoption suggests that management theories are at least partially interchangeable as scaffolding for learning and hence that any broadly credible theory/framework/tool (i.e. the ‘dream’ of this paper’s title) can be effective as a vehicle for facilitating post-experience management learning (Kempster and Iszatt-White, 2013). The corollary to this suggestion concerns the skills required to facilitate learning through opportunities for programme participants to reflectively engage with surfacing learning from their own experiences, and the implications of this for the design and delivery of post-experience management education. There are also important implications for academics who are thus required to adopt the role of ‘guide on the side’ rather than ‘sage on the stage’, with the consequent issues of ‘identity undoing’ which this shift occasions (Iszatt-White, Kempster and Carroll, 2017). In response to these concerns, the current paper explores the relationships between theory, experience, reflection and discussion in post-experience management learning interventions, and the implications for the design and delivery of post-experience education. It goes on to consider the potential implications of this study for post-experience education scholarship. 
Theoretical underpinnings
Drawing from both critical and social constructionist perspectives, Cunliffe (2002) suggested that reflexive dialogue’s incorporation into management learning would provide a means of developing more critical and reflective practitioners. Thus positioned, learning is framed as an embodied rather than a purely cognitive practice. It is undertaken from within the learner’s own experience, in which the learner is ‘struck’ (Wittgenstein, 1980: 85) by a spontaneous emotional, physiological and cognitive response to events or relationships occurring around them but which they cannot quite grasp in the moment. This notion of being ‘struck’ should be understood as ‘an anticipation of unfolding understanding, of making new connections between tacit knowing and explicit knowledge as we construct our sense of situations in ways not visible to us previously’ (Cunliffe, 2002: 42). In being struck, we are moved to critically reflect upon and explore these new connections with a sense of questioning our current ways of being and understanding. What occurs here is not the ‘outside in’ (Baker and Kolb, 1993), reflective learning of ‘theoretical insights or major intellectual breakthroughs, but moments in which we … “understand something that is already in plain view” (Wittgenstein, 1953: 89) and the difference this new understanding may make to our lives’ (Cunliffe, 2002: 57). There is an inherent vulnerability in opening oneself up to this kind of learning (Hibbert et al, 2022), which it is the role of the learning intervention to make feasible (and bearable) for the participant. 
At the same time, another element of the dialogic process is highlighted by Corlett (2013: 453) as ‘the telling, re-telling and recalling’ of experiences through which participants are said to engage in critical self-reflexivity, thus raising awareness and creating the possibility of change’. The dialogic learning process connected with the moment of being struck is anchored in the storytelling experience (Ramsey, 2005). The story is an embodied dialogic process in which meaning making (Dachler and Hosking, 1995), order creation (Cunliffe, 2002, 2008) and the process of ‘becoming otherwise’ (Fletcher and Watson, 2007: 11) emerge. It is often the ‘sticky moments’ (Riach, 2009: 361) of these stories – those relating to contentious or controversial points or moments of discomfort – that are most productive of reflexivity. This introduces another element of reflexive dialogue, that of disruption. The discomfort encountered is the ‘disruptive’ (Hibbert, Coupland and MacIntosh, 2010: 55) forerunner to the ‘clearing out’ or ‘unlearning’ (Antonacopoulou, 2009: 422) of existing knowledge and the questioning of assumptions and perceptions to make room for new insights. Support from a trusted other (Corlett, Mavin and Beech, 2019) can facilitate the dropping of defensive identity work through which the vulnerability of such sticky moments is usually concealed. 
Drawing these elements together reflects a sense of what Baker, Jensen and Kolb (2005: 411) delineate as ‘conversational learning’: where dialogue has its roots in ‘opposing voices in search of [understanding]’, conversation is more collaborative and consensual in its interactions, with learning constituting a practice of co-creation (Parker, Racz and Palmer, 2020). The emphasis here is not on the internalization of theoretical knowledge: rather it is an embodied experience of being struck through a dialogic process of disruption that leads to the surfacing of tacit knowing, the questioning of assumptions, and the crafting of an emerging relational understanding of the becoming self. 
[bookmark: _Hlk140655221]This framing of reflexive dialogue gives rise to the question of the role played by theory. Support for its use as a component of reflexive dialogue is suggested by Kempster and Iszatt-White (2013), whose co-constructed coaching intervention was grounded in an explicit use of theory as a vehicle for prompting and directing participant dialogue. The theory here is seen as an important mechanism to surface and articulate implicit knowing to enhance action (similar to Cunliffe, 2008). This melding of theory and practice into a mutually supportive dialogic process is in line with Perriton and Hodgson’s (2013) notion of theory as a catalyst to an individual’s sensemaking process. For Cunliffe (2002: 36) theory in reflexive dialogue is linked to ‘constructing dialogical opportunities for learning’ in order to construct ‘practical theories’: that is, ways of accounting for and shaping our experiences from within experience itself through talk both within and about practice. Gray (2007: 506) provides an example of a conversation tool – specifically, the repertory grid – as a prompt for dialogic learning. In a similar way Baker et al. advocated the use of theory within physical, temporal and emotional ‘conversational spaces’ (2005: 416). Extending the role of theory in designing reflexive dialogue, Kieser and Leiner, (2011:23) suggest the necessity of partnerships to ‘productively antagonize each other’ with theory as a form of ‘moment-by-moment provocat[ion]’ to generate ‘intense dialogic encounters’ (Beech et al, 2010: 1361). Such a partnership engaging in reflexive dialogue using theory is enabled by ‘a “space” for support, challenge, exchange and experimentation’ (Marcos and Denyer, 2012: 443). What is suggested to emerge is a ‘negotiated narrative’ (Watson, 2001: 385): a process where academic concepts and theories are engaged with alongside experience-based manager narratives to generate effective ‘real world’ learning (Fletcher and Watson, 2007). 
The current research suggests that this literature has overstated the use of theory (Kempster and Iszatt-White, 2013). Academic theory is arguably ‘indigestible’ (Markides, 2011, cited in MacIntosh et al, 2012: 374) to managers and the assumed dialogic space is most fragile (Marcos and Denyer, 2012: 1).  Where theory – or at least the language of theory – is used by managers it may be nothing more than a proxy for existing knowledge structures (Probert and Turnbull James, 2011) or to legitimise practices or emerging ideas.  Thus in the context of reflexive dialogue Ramsey’s notion of ‘provocative theory’ (Ramsey, 2011: 469) appears most instructive. ‘Theory […] does not stand free, available to be applied but rather is both an instigator and product of relationally-responsive, improvisational practice’ (Ramsey, 2011: 474). The research is thus concerned to discover how reflexive dialogue occurs and the extent to which theory is a ‘hand-maiden’ to Shotter’s (2006) notion of dialogic ‘withness’; that is, whether theory acts as a shared language and mutual prompt to inquiry within the dialogic ‘withness’ and to the surfacing of deep reflexivity – and whether it is fit for purpose in providing managers with ‘threshold concepts’ (Meyer and Land, 2003: 412) that are the ‘conceptual gateways to open up previously inaccessible ways of thinking’ (Yip and Realin, 2011: 335).  It also considers how experience and reflection play a part in the interplay between theory and discussion for post-experience leadership learners.
The study
The study examines the development of reflexive dialogue – aimed at ‘reconstruct[ing] learning as a reflective/reflexive dialogue in which participants connect tacit knowing and explicit knowledge’ (Cunliffe, 2002: 35) - within a post-experience education context, and explores participants’ perceptions of what and how they learned from a leadership learning intervention. The context for this study is a leadership module on the Executive MBA within the author’s home institution. The first phase of the research worked with a cohort consisting of 16 students whose demographics were as follows:  a mean age of 35; 14 years average work experience; four nationalities (British, Indian, Spanish and Russian); seven sectors (energy, banking, retail, logistics, telecoms, health and local government) and with a gender split of 3 female and 13 male. The module had a number of elements, a significant one being participation in a co-coaching process with the stated objective ‘to provide a framework within which leadership knowledge and experience can be explored and articulated, in order to gain a deeper and more grounded understanding of individual leadership practice and of leadership practice generally’ (Leadership as Practice Module Outline). The second phase of the research will be conducted with a similar cohort undertaking the same module in the current academic year.
The designed pedagogy for the module was to place the student managers into pairs to become co-coaches and discussants. The focus of the pair was to help each other examine past influences on their own leadership development/practice and/or current leadership challenges in their working contexts. The discussant was to interrogate their partner’s challenge through applying relevant theory. It was a transparent aspect of the module (as set out in the module outline document and verbally briefed and re-briefed at regular intervals during the module itself) that the culmination of the co-coaching process would be a credit-bearing written assessment concerning the writer’s leadership practice. In the first cohort, this assignment comprised two stages: first, a reflexive essay on their partner’s leadership challenge as explored through their co-coaching sessions, drawing on relevant theory used during the sessions (2000 words); second, after reflecting on their partners insights from stage 1, a written commentary on their learning and forward-looking reflections on intended actions with regard to their leadership practice, again drawing on theory as relevant (1000 words). The requirement of the learning partner to write a section on their co-coach’s challenge was intended to enhance engagement with the process and generate a sense of mutual dependence. Each would need the other’s reflective essay to write up their reflections. Whilst the assignment was positioned as a reflective piece of work, it was made clear it should still draw critically on relevant leadership and management learning theory.  For the coming cohort, the reflective nature of the assignment will be retained, but the requirement for written input from the authors’ co-coaching partner will be removed as this proved hard for participants to coordinate in the context of short assignment deadlines and busy working lives.
The author is involved throughout the module in supporting the co-coaching process through regular re-briefings of the aims and assessment format, and as additional tutor support to the co-coaching pairs. The original module consisted of 10 half day formal inputs undertaken over a period of approximately 16 months. Time was also given within all modules for the co-coaching pairs to meet. The managers were encouraged to capture on-going insights and reflections on the co-coaching discussions in a learning journal. The assignments produced at the end of the module, together with the learning journals, formed part of the data set contributing to the study. In addition to the assignments and learning journals mentioned above, the data for the study consisted of three one-to-one semi-structured interviews conducted (by skype or telephone) with each participant manager, one after the module introduction, one mid-way through the module and the final one after submission of the assignment. The interviews explored what the participants’ were examining in their discussant pairs, their experience of undertaking this process and their perceptions of the learning they had obtained. An initial focus of the interview questions was the role of theory in supporting the development of critical depth in their understanding of their own leadership practice. This focus changed in response to a developing understanding of how the process was progressing based both on early interview data and regular engagement with the managers, which showed theory to have occupied a provocative role rather than having been internalized as a form of learning. The final interviews probed their reflections on their application of theory during the co-coaching process, the extent to which they chose to include the module tutor in their dialoguing process, and in particular their conversations and what prompted the most useful or in-depth learning. 
Based on the findings from phase 1, the second phase of the research has shifted its focus in order to try to access ‘in the moment’ usage of theory in the course of co-coaching conversations. This coincides with a shift from a ‘strand’ to a ‘block’ module format. The new module will utilise a flipped classroom approach to provide rich theoretical and other resources online prior to an intensive 3-day face-to-face workshop. Whilst the online leading period will involve online discussions and activities, the co-coaching activity itself will be undertaken during the face-to-face workshop. It is hoped that this more intensive experience will aid the development of deeper reflective relationships and support the prior internalization of relevant leadership theory. The aim is to see whether this flipped format tips the balance towards a great - or just different - use of theory in the co-coaching discussions.
Findings and implications for post-experience management education 
In many respects, this study is a ‘game of two halves’: the first phase set up the (unanticipated) problem, which the second phase is now seeking to explore. Drawing on the analysis of the ‘in vivo’ data from the forthcoming EMBA cohort, the paper will explore the relationships between theory, experience, reflection and discussion in post-experience management learning interventions, and the implications for the design and delivery of post-experience education. It will demonstrate that the co-coaching pairs formed as a learning intervention provided a supportive social context in which participants felt able to show vulnerability (Hibbert et al, 2022) in relation to their formative experiences and to develop mutual trust in exploring alternative ways of conceptualizing and responding to these vulnerabilities (Corlett, Mavin and Beech, 2019) that were not reliant on the theory inputs as a source of learning. Within the co-coaching relationships that developed, participants reflexively co-created (Parker, Racz and Palmer, 2020) deeper understanding of their past experiences and utilized this as a platform for enhancing future practice. This process of co-creation drew on an implicit principle of treating each other as ‘experts in [their] own practice’ (Larsson and Knudsen, 2022: 291) more heavily than on the insights to be derived from the application of theory. By learning together with others who had been through similar experiences, or who operated in similar contexts, the co-coaching partners developed learning ‘micro-communities’ (Beech, et al. 2021) that subsisted well beyond the conclusion of the module, and even the programme. The paper will consider what these findings mean for the role of theory in post-experience education scholarship, and the possibility that we are currently looking in the wrong direction when seeking the USP of Higher Education in terms of our ability to add value in post-experience education interventions. It will consider ways in which we might recalibrate the role of theory in leadership learning - and the tutor identity issues which this recalibration raises – at the same time as exploring what this might mean for tried and tested models of learning, such as Kolb’s learning cycle (Kolb, 1984). It will also revisit the needs of post-experience management learners – in particular in relation to the importance of instantly transferable knowledge that they can apply back in the workplace – and the implications of this in terms of ‘satisficing’ (Simon, 1976) and the diminishing marginal returns of addition theory inputs. As noted by one of the reviewers of this paper, we can look to Simon and Garfunkel for another musical trope to capture this participant behaviour: ‘All lies and jest ‘til a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest.’[footnoteRef:2] Finally, the paper will consider whether the frame of reference provided to management learners – i.e. that of developing personal practice – plays a significant role in the salience of theory to their reflective dialogue with co-coaching partners. It is hoped that this bricolage will be productive of a coherent perspective on the role of theory – along with experience, discussion and reflection – in post experience leadership learning interventions that will guide academics in developing new and better ways to supporting this type of learning. [2:  Simon and Garfunkel (1968)] 
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