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Context
The production and consumption of rigorous, persuasive writing in all
its phases, formats and contexts is central to academic and research
work. Yet, when it comes to getting down to writing and publishing,
many of the range of people who populate universities often feel left
largely to their own devices, and at sea.
Others who live and work beyond university campuses also experience similar barriers and inhibitions, which
are by no means unique to academia. Yet what everyone has in common is at least the option of performing
as a ‘scholarly practitioner’.

The scholar practitioner ideal
McClintock (2004) sees the idea and ideal of a scholar practitioner in the following way:
‘The scholar practitioner ideal has been analysed from various perspectives as to the nature of
skilled and principled action ranging from adult development and higher education to
epistemology.’
The term scholar practitioner ‘expresses an ideal of professional excellence grounded in theory
and research, informed by experiential knowledge, and motivated by personal values, political
commitments, and ethical conduct.

Scholar practitioners are committed to the well-being of

clients and colleagues, to learning new ways of being effective, and to conceptualizing their work
in relation to broader organizational, community, political and cultural contexts.
practitioners explicitly reflect on and assess the effectiveness of their work.

Scholar

Their professional

activities and the knowledge they develop are based on collaborative and relational learning
through active exchange within communities of practice and scholarship.’
(McClintock 2004)
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As an experiment, Dr Rob Warwick and I, with the support of Dr Dawn Robins, invited colleagues from across
the School to join us in spending some regular quality time together in a small, facilitated community of
research and writing practice (after Lave and Wenger 1991). We set out with the aim of creating a rare
space - a kind of in-house writing retreat - for Business School staff and postgraduate students who have an
interest in writing and publishing their research. We wanted to co-create conditions – however temporary
and occasional – in which they would derive and offer mutual interest and support within a group of critical
friends who grapple with similar writing-related issues of various kinds, whatever their academic discipline. In
the course of our meetings, a shared purpose emerged for each participant to develop an article of their
choice, and to see themselves in print through the medium of this special edition of The Association for
Management Education and Development (AMED)’s quarterly online journal e-Organisations and People (eO&P).
At AMED, we publish e-O&P to serve as a bridge connecting academia and other fields of practice. So it
seemed appropriate that we should choose this particular edition to frame and celebrate the fruits of a
nascent community of academic writing practice within the University of Chichester Business School.

Facilitating writing in a social space
Beginning in the 2018/19 academic year, we have been running a series of monthly workshops at Bognor
Regis campus within the regular research development space on Wednesday afternoons.

As e-O&P’s

commissioning editor and convenor of the AMED Writers’ Group, I undertook the role pro bono of lead
workshop facilitator, and subsequently, as the project `took shape, as co-editor with Rob of this special
Summer 2019 edition of e-O&P.
In his editorial for this issue (Editorial 1), Rob generously refers to the lightness of my touch (Warwick 2019).
If that is how it’s perceived by others, then I’m glad. However, it might help to make a little more explicit the
thinking that underpins how I see the process of facilitating such communities of academic writing practice,
and how my practice – and that of this group - has evolved experientially.
My approach draws upon previous similar work elsewhere, including that of my roles as convenor of the
AMED Writers’ Group, my experiences of supervising candidates as Set Adviser on the IMCA Business
School’s Senior Executive Action Learning (SEAL) doctoral programme, and previous engagement with the
Institute of Small Business and Entrepreneurship (ISBE)’s Special Interest Group for early career
researchers. Conceptually, my evolving practice is informed in particular by principles of writing in social
spaces (Murray 2015), action learning (Revans 1998), by theories of personal, systemic and ecological
influences on academic writing (Kempenaar and Murray 2016), by propositions about critical friendship
(MacKenzie 2015), and by three sets of assumptions.
My assumptions about writing in a social space
These assumptions are that:
▪

Writing is both a process (a verb) and an artefact (a noun). Writing in a social space therefore
necessarily embraces both aspects. Reciprocally and iteratively, writing and speaking can inform
and enrich each other.
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▪

Writing involves supportive social/relational as well as individual/solitary activity. Weightings may
differ according to individual circumstance and personality, but even the most solitary of writers will
generally find a need to talk about their writing project at some point, whether before, during or after
publication. It’s important to exchange and test ideas and experiences, through both talking and
writing, concerning all sorts of writing-related issues, as an integral part of anticipating, doing or
reflecting upon the writing itself. Their writing entails scribing - forming words on the page or screen,
and more broadly making their mark.

▪

Writing-related issues that emerge can be as much (and sometimes even more so) practical and
psychological as methodological and technical. Unless addressed, these issues can lead to writing
inertia, evidenced by empty page syndrome or writer’s block.

Figure 1 below is an amalgam of two interdependent conceptual models that Kempenaar and Murray (2016)
have formulated to explicate the process of academic writing. Their theory draws attention to the important
influence of context, and to the constant interplay of personal and environmental factors that affect individual
academic’s experiences of writing. Whilst taking great care not to claim it as an accurate representation of
their thinking, I introduce these ideas early in the workshop series as a framework to help participants identify
the variety of ecologies, stakeholders, thoughts, feelings and resources that affect their writing activity or
inactivity that they must take into account. This serves to stimulate reflection and conversation within the
group:
Figure 1:
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To sum up, Kempenaar and Murray propose that:
‘the relationship between the academic writer and the demand of the person-environment
relationship to produce writing is appraised internally by the academic in terms of potential or
actual threat, or challenge posed by this relationship. This triggers an internal, secondary
appraisal process which determines the academic’s resources to write, which can be broken
down into a set of control beliefs about the different domains of behaviour required to write
productively and successfully. ..... (These) control beliefs are informed by the individual’s
biological characteristics and experience, but they are also shaped by the system or ecology in
which the individual is located in both past and present’
(Kempenaar & Murray 2016: 948).

Given all this, at any stage of the writing process, it can help for academics to come together as critical
friends in a small, informal, facilitated community of (academic) writing practice such as that which we are
endeavouring to foster within the University of Chichester Business School. Over the past year, we have
noticed a growing critical friendship within this community. If writing in a social space is to be effective, the
presence and practice of critical friendship is important. So the following section sets out to explain its
characteristics.

A note on critical friendship
One way of understanding critical friendship in the context of writing is that it is writing ‘criticism’ expressed as
a form of appreciative inquiry (e.g. Mohr & Watkins 2002). It moves as necessary backwards and forwards
along a continuum of constructive challenge and willing support which is offered and accepted in a spirit of
well-intentioned and well-informed generosity. Critical friends seek to help each other develop their best
writing possible, and to recognise opportunities for shared learning.
It might help to say just a little more about what distinguishes critical friendship from friendship as it is
commonly practised.
Friendship
Friendship can be regarded as an interpersonal relationship, often formed through an implicit ‘contract’, which
is characterised by an emotional and intellectual affinity. Friendships involve mutual trust and intimacy, and
are expressed differently in different periods, cultures, discourses and contexts, including virtually and faceto-face.
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Critical friendship
As I understand them, critical friendships can be temporary or longer-lasting dyadic or multiple, formal or
informal helping relationships with mutual benefit. For writing, their purpose is to encourage (prospective)
authors to recognise that they have something worthwhile to say, to experiment with various ways of saying
it, and to help them see their writing through to – and after - publication as a careful, engaging piece with a
particular audience in mind. Critical friends negotiate the creative tension inherent in shifting over a dynamic
continuum of challenge and support. Their privileged relationship is characterised by reciprocity, mutuality,
shared values, generosity, a thirst for intellectual and practical excitement, by sharing various forms of
communication, and by relishing the sheer fun and pleasure of being in the real or virtual company of other
critical friends. They can also help each other to develop ‘writing courage’, and the ability to surmount the
small wounds encountered when offering and receiving any criticism, in a way that can build and strengthen
such a relationship (see Table 1 below).
Table 1: Some qualities of critical friends for writing
Critical friends are rare and greatly valued. They are:
▪

Trustworthy and competent in subject and/or process, or potentially so

▪

Able to lower their defences sufficiently to enable them to receive as well as to give
constructive feedback

▪

Intent on being mutually supportive and constructively challenging

▪

Reasonably available to each other

▪

Intent on helping each other to achieve a critical perspective

▪

Capable of understanding critical incidents (Tripp 1993), or of noticing ‘arresting’,
‘striking’ or ‘moving’ moments (Shotter 2011)

▪

Able to give the benefit of the doubt to each other’s learning, ideas, advice, experience
and actions

▪

Able to monitor and re-negotiate their respective psychological contracts, e.g. (Guest
and Conway 2001)

▪

Able to engage sensitively in dialogue (Schein 1999: 201-12)

▪

Open to ending their critical friendships and finding new ones at an appropriate point

▪

Careful to avoid collusion or excessive dependency, or being sucked into a
counselling or therapy role.
(Extract from MacKenzie, B. (2015: 45). ‘Critical friendships for coaching and mentoring in writing’.)

It is these qualities that we have been endeavouring to foster and express in this community of academic
writing practice’s ventures into writing in a social space.
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How we work
As I mentioned earlier, this particular workshop series (others take place elsewhere) is for the benefit of
Chichester University Business School staff and post-graduate students who have an interest in research
and writing. It is for people who feel they would value the support of other critical friends who are facing
similar writing-related issues of various kinds.
Our aim has been to provide a forum for participants to share and develop writing that interests them,
whatever its nature or focus. So what they decide to bring to the group is up to them. These sessions benefit
from a rich variety of the writing-related backgrounds, ideas, approaches and styles that participants bring
and share. Individual writing interests have included, but are by no means limited to:
▪

Case studies

▪

Technical and research-related reports

▪

Blogs and social media

▪

Academic journals

▪

Trade/Professional press

▪

Newspapers

▪

Dissertations and doctoral papers

▪

Books and book chapters

▪

Editorials

As a group of critical friends, we engage as peers in a spirit of reciprocal, well-intentioned, informed and
sensitive challenge and support, according to a clear set of ground rules, which we discuss and review as
necessary.
A loose process framework for writing in a social space
Typically, we work flexibly along the following lines:
▪

Welcome, introductions and an outline/reminder of critical friendship, action learning and social
writing processes.

▪

Agenda-building, based on individual participants’ writing-related goals and issues.
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▪

Periodic input where appropriate concerning issues raised by participants (examples might include:
editing, composition, developing an argument, the ‘rules’ of different types of writing, choosing a
particular publication etc).

▪

Action learning conversations: These conversations form a core element of our sessions, in which we
address for example barriers to writing, finding inspiration, collaboration, making the most of success,
sustaining momentum, writing routines and environments, overcoming writing anxiety and inertia etc.

▪

Free writing as a group activity

▪

Moments of individual writing

▪

Spending equal time in pairs or trios of critical friends

▪

Closing with a brief plenary review, in which individuals can articulate issues they might wish to
address before our next meeting.

Informal aspects
Informal aspects are also very important in fostering trusting writing relationships. For example, a highlight of
our December 2018 gathering was indulging in mince pies, mulled wine and a Janus-like Christmas Quiz.
This was an opportunity for participants to look back on their writing over 2018 and ahead to 2019, reflecting
on or anticipating their writing practice, experiences, aspirations and achievements. From time to time, a few
of us would also repair to a local pub afterwards, there to carry on the conversation in equally congenial
circumstances. In so doing, however, we are mindful that this is not to everyone’s tastes or time budget.
Silent writing in a social space
It’s worth noting that there is often a designated period of silent solo writing in the company of other people
who are in the room doing the same. This fosters a strong sense of solidarity and silent mutual support.
(‘We’re all in it together.’). This feeling is similar to that which I might experience sitting in a library Reading
Room, when everyone is reading a different publication, or simply relishing the privilege of having a quiet
space to think, aware that their fellows are similarly engaged whilst pursuing different individual agenda.
Such feelings are also reported, for example, in Intensive Journal writing workshops (Progoff 1992), within
which participants write entries in their own personal journals, silently, in the company of others.
A partnership between internal and external facilitators
Rob, Dawn and I each contribute a different aspect of facilitation which, taken together, has resulted in this
publication. Rob is in effect commissioner of this writing experiment, and represents and legitimises our
activity through negotiations with senior university management. Dawn coordinates the practical logistics of
securing a physical space and communicating with participants about schedules.
outsider’s perspective, and my writing, editing and facilitation background.

I contribute a relative

And the other participants, in

their practice as critical friends of each other, variously take on facilitation roles in the moment. It is a heady,
shifting mix.
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What next?
It has been a privilege for me to be involved in this
university community of writing practice.

Should the

project continue – and possibly even open out to others
– then it might help to consider questions such as: What
might we continue? What might we change? and How
might we make these changes? I’d like to conclude by
offering a few thoughts of my own.
Image: Janus, ancient god of gates, doors and beginnings.
Source: http://www.novareinna.com/festive/janus.html

Time allocated to writing alone in a crowd
One problem we soon recognised that we could not ignore, and which seems to be endemic in contemporary
university culture, is that of an ethos of incipient busyness and acute sense of time pressure. Participants
often proffered ‘lack of time’ as an excuse either not to write for publication, or for having to leave early, arrive
late, or to give their last-minute apologies for not attending. Whilst extolling the virtues and benefits of writing
in a social space, I realise that it’s important to acknowledge explicitly its counter-cultural features. That said,
Rob has already mentioned elsewhere in this edition the very positive feedback of the majority of participants
involved. (Warwick 2019). If the university decides to continue with and develop this form of writing support,
perhaps we might consider returning to the original plan of three-hour sessions, so that more time could be
given over to writing alone in a crowd.
Flipping: e.g. by using Moodle more
In this edition, Jo (Blackwell 2019) explains the practice of ‘flipping’, citing the following extract:
“Flipped learning is a pedagogical approach in which the conventional notion of classroom-based
learning is inverted, so that students are introduced to the learning material before class, with
classroom time then being used to deepen understanding through discussion with peers and
problem-solving activities facilitated by teachers” (HEA website, 2018).
Interestingly, on this occasion, our writing support group made very little use of Moodle’s potential resource,
preferring to focus almost exclusively on coming together in person. This leads me to wonder whether
Moodle is generally perceived more as a teaching and administrative tool for students alone. Is it possible
that it could also be put to greater use by academic writers in strengthening their community of practice?
Prospects for writing in a social space.
As the group reaches its mature, ‘performing’ stage (Tuckman & Jensen 1977), it may be that more
spontaneous forms of communities of writing practice will emerge. (There are signs of this happening
already). Hence, in addition to - or instead of – sessions having a designated facilitator, perhaps there could
be more informal sub-group and chance meetings ‘offline’. The group might even begin to engage in greater
degrees of spontaneous self-facilitating or self-managing, with more occasional contributions from a
designated internal or external facilitator.
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Conclusion
Writing in a social space complements other approaches to academic writing
Writing in a social space complements – and does not replace - more formal taught modules on academic
writing (e.g. Day 2018). It also complements – and contrasts with - the perhaps more typically solitary,
competitive set of gendered assumptions and stereotypes of what is generally considered ‘academic writing
practice’. Greenhalg (2019) characterises this as expressed by ‘the “lone wolf” male academic competing
with colleagues for a slot in a prestigious journal’. Set alongside this tradition, ‘writing in a social space’ –
whilst not claiming to be a panacea or suitable for everybody’s needs – is imbued with a spirit that Greenhalg
maintains is:
‘to emphasize the importance of reflection, collaboration, acceptance of ambiguity, attention to
audience and context, and nurturing self and others’ (Greenhalg 2019).
Writing in a social space thus acknowledges the potential for what we might call masculine and
feminine/feminist academic writing strategies and practices to work in tandem.
Writing for e-Organisations and People is a form of rehearsal
e-Organisations and People (e-O&P) is the journal of the Association for Management Education and
Development (www.amed.org.uk), which is an educational charity. It aims to connect practitioner academics
and scholar practitioners, for their mutual benefit. Contributions are well-written in plain, accessible English.
Often articles appear in e-O&P to test and explore ideas before the authors develop them further for the more
mainstream academic press. They can also offer accessible digests of more formal academic papers that
have already been published. These digests are written by and/or for intelligent, interested and time-poor
practitioners in the field of academia and/or personal, organisational and management learning and
development, with the aim of achieving wider impact. Instead of the typical blind peer review and star rating
requirements of the Research Excellence Framework (REF 2021), e-O&P articles benefit from a rigorous
process of critical friendship, in which feedback is offered by a known person.
e-O&P thus seems a perfect space in which to publish the writings of this embryonic community of academic
writing practice, in which the ‘practice’ of writing in a social space is as much a form of rehearsal and
experiment as it is synonymous with ‘academic integrity’. We hope you enjoy what you find in these pages,
and that you are inspired to join in our community of writing practice, or form your own.
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