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Abstract 
Our analysis reveals two major types of "Community of Learners" (COL) projects in education: 
instrumental and ontological.  In instrumental COL, the notion of “community” is separated from 
the notion of “instruction” in order to reach some preset endpoints: curricular or otherwise. We 
notice three main instrumental COL models: relational, instructional, and engagement.  
Ontological COL redefines learning as an ill-defined, distributed, social, multi-faceted, poly-goal, 
agency-based, and situated process that integrates all educational aspects.  We will consider two 
ontological COL projects into: narrowly dialogic and polyphonic. 

Section heading 
Some time ago in the 1990s, I (the first author) decided to visit one public innovative 
school, run as “a community of learners.” When I called one of the school leaders and 
asked if I could come on Tuesday to see the school, the leader replied that they did a 
community of learners only on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. I asked what 
happened on Tuesdays and Thursdays and she replied that they did regular instruction. 
Her answer about doing a community of learners only on certain days surprised me then. 
How can a community be on certain days and not on others? Imagine that a family exists 
only on certain days and not on others: Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays two people 
relate to each other as husband and wife, or mother and her child but on all other days, 
they are perfect strangers!  Deviation from family relations are often called “cheating” and 
viewed as betrayal and infidelity.  The idea of “family” or “community” suggests 
openness to, mutuality of, and commitment to the relationship.  The idea of having such 
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relation one day and not the other seems to deny the very meaning of the relationship 
implied by notion of community. However, I doubt that the leaders of that innovative 
school, and probably some other educationalists, sensed this dissonance that I experienced 
– and this was also surprised us. For example, a scholar who read a previous draft of the 
manuscript commented, “As I am sure the authors are aware, COL is often used as a short-
hand to describe a full curriculum with specific participation structures, problem spaces, 
and curricular resources.  If the COL project that this innovative school was engaged in 
was something like Fostering a Community of Learners (Brown and Campione’s version), 
it would be no more strange for the person contacted to say that they did not run 
‘community of learners’ on Tuesdays and Thursdays, than it would be to say, ‘we don’t 
teach music on Tuesdays and Thursdays.’” It became clear to us that different educators 
and educational scholars understand the notion of “Community of Learners” (CoL) VERY 
differently. 

This incidence and many other observations and readings about self-proclaimed 
“community of learners” schools and classrooms, led us to believe that there are at least 
two big distinct ways or two big families of approaches to understanding the notion of 
CoL. We call the first one a “non-ontological” or “instrumental” model in which CoL is 
viewed a process that can be switched on and off by the involved educators or narrowly as 
a means for achieving non-CoL goals. In this model, the CoL serves something else: for 
more effective learning, for providing more comfort to the students, for avoiding or 
reducing disciplinary problems, for developing metacognition, and so on. In this 
pedagogy, the notion of curriculum is separated from the notion of community, the 
teaching curriculum is often separated from the learning curriculum (Lave, 1992, April), 
the notion of community is often separated from the notion of instruction, and so on (cf. 
“educational fallacies”, Whitson, 2007).  

As a result, students often are not ontologically engaged in their own learning.  Students’ 
ontological engagement in their education (Matusov, 2009) means that when the students 
are asked why they do what they do in school, “Why are you doing that?”, the students 
find the source of the activity in themselves (e.g., “I like it,” “I want to find out…”, “I 
want to learn that…”, “it is useful for me because…”) or in the activity (e.g., “it’s fun”, “it 
is interesting”). When students are engaged in the learning activities ontologically, their 
whole personality exists in their learning while this ontological learning penetrates the 
whole existence of the students “here-and-now” – they are “in the flow”, often forgetting 
time (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). In contrast, in non-ontological engagement, the students 
see the reason for their classroom and homework activity in the teacher or the school 
institution (e.g., “the teacher wants us to do…”, “the teacher assigns us…”, “to prepare for 
a test,” “it’s required”, “it’s good for my future”). When asked why the teacher has 
assigned a particular learning activity, the students usually reply that they do not know. It 
seems that in the non-ontological CoL model, students often do not actively invest in and 
have ownership for their own learning and when they do, it seems to be accidental to the 
non-ontological CoL project. 

In the ontological CoL model, the CoL is viewed not as an instrument or means for 
promoting something else but as the end in itself, an encompassing educational philosophy 
(Rogoff, Matusov, & White, 1996). Using Aristotle’s term, the ontological Community of 
Learners is “the final cause” of the pedagogy (Falcon, 2008).  The CoL concept defines 
learning, instruction, curriculum, the participants’ relations, motivation, assessment, and 
the other aspects of pedagogy.  In this model, all participants of the classroom community 
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are seen as active learners who define and set learning tasks, provide each other with 
guidance, define what learning is, why to learn, and why and how to assess it. The success 
of the ontological COL project is defined by how active the participants are in these 
activities and processes. We have a clear bias toward the ontological CoL model and we 
will try to justify our bias here. 

In both models, we refer to CoL as a pedagogical project because both models are 
prescriptive : they set some pedagogical goals for running a classroom in a certain, desired 
way, according to some ideal model and criteria for success. Vast amounts of the literature 
on CoL are about creating (Keiny, 2001; McAuley, 2001; Parson, 1997; Wineburg & 
Grossman, 1998), building (Aanderud, 2007; Barth, 2000; Educational Resources 
Information Center, 1995), developing (Matusov, Hayes, & Pluta, 2005; McGrath, 2003; 
McLoughlin, 1999), designing (Matusov, 2001; Moller, 1998), fostering/nurturing 
(Bustamante, 2002; Mintrop, 2004; Whitcomb, 2004), maintaining itself while a new 
generation of participants join the community (Hallinger, Chantarapanya, Taraseina, & 
Srliboonma, 1996; Matusov, 1999; Matusov & Rogoff, 2002; Rogoff et al., 1996), and 
assessing --  whether or not a particular institutional educational setting can be called or 
become a CoL according to certain criteria of CoL  (Hannikainen & van Oers, 1999; Hord, 
Meehan, Orletsky, & Sattes, 1999; Marsh & Richards, 2001; Weir & Terc 
Communications, 1992; Whipple & Sullivan, 1998). Particular CoL projects and designs 
guided by these two models may be successful or not, but the definition of the success is 
different for each model and implicitly or explicitly defined by the model.  

The purpose of this theoretical paper is to non-exhaustively abstract from the literature and 
educational practice, we have researched and investigated, the diverse models of 
Communities of Learners pedagogical projects and their consequences. Our research 
question was to make sense of the diversity of self-defined notion of CoL made by both 
educational theoreticians in literature (i.e., espoused theory of CoL) and in their 
experimental educational practice (i.e., in-use theory of CoL) and by educational 
practitioners in their practice (i.e., in-use theory CoL) and in their claims (i.e., espoused 
theory of CoL). Our research methodology here was to examine claims by educators (e.g., 
in- and pre-service teachers) and educational researchers about CoL (or somewhat similar 
notions) (we used searches in the ERIC, PsycInfo, Google Scholar databases, records of 
our preservice teacher students, our own observations and research). Within our patterns 
we tried to provide and discuss “generative examples” – examples of CoL both illustrating 
and generating the described pedagogical pattern of CoL. Our examples are not 
ethnographical cases. We tried to push the described patterns to their limits in our critical 
discussion to examine pedagogical values behind them (within our overall bias toward the 
ontological CoL). Our own position is biased, partisan, and interested toward what we call 
here ontological CoL projects and against instrumental CoL projects for the reasons we 
discuss in the paper. We hope this investigation will help educators and educational 
researchers better recognize this diversity of the CoL projects and clarify what innovative 
educators mean by CoL and how different and similar they are from each other. It might 
also contribute in clarifying misunderstandings among each other and promote 
professional discourse about their educational goals and ideals. 

Non-ontological, instrumental projects of CoL 

In our view, the birthmark of a non-ontological, instrumental community of learners 
educational project is that the justification for building a classroom community lays 
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outside of the notion of the community of learners itself. In instrumental models, CoL is a 
means and a pedagogical tool (e.g., relational, organizational, instructional, curricular) for 
achieving diverse goals that are not inherently CoL in nature and set outside of the CoL 
concept. The instrumental CoL projects often do not call for philosophical revisions of 
what learning and instruction are and how they are defined by educators (or these 
revisions have a technological rather than a philosophical nature, not involving values and 
epistemologies of what learning is, what learning is valued, by whom and why). In this 
section, we will discuss three common types of the non-ontological, instrumental CoL that 
we have noticed in teaching practices and/or the literature: relational, instructional, and 
engagement based on the instrumental goals that the CoL serves in them. They are not 
mutually exclusive and can overlap in any given instrumental CoL project (e.g., Stepanek, 
2000, demonstrates a combination of several instrumental CoL approaches, in our 
judgment). 

Harmonious relations: Relational instrumental classroom communities 

In the first instrumental, non-instructional approach, which we call relational CoL, the 
major justification for employing the notion of “community” or “having sense of a 
community” is the psychological and social well-being of the students or as some kind of 
harmonious relationships among them (Schaps, 2003; Solomon, Battistich, Watson, 
Schaps, & Lewis, 2000), reduction of student-student violence and student undesired 
behavior (Hawkins, Catalano, Kosterman, Abbott, & Hill, 1999; Jones, College, & 
College, 2002; Whipple & Sullivan, 1998; Wilson, 2004), social justice and democratic 
participation (Koshewa, 1999; Paley, 1992), addressing students’ alienation 
(Developmental Studies Center, 1996; Hallinger et al., 1996), and reduction of the use of  
pedagogical teacher-student violence aimed at making students cooperate with the 
teacher’s demands (Glasser, 1990; Sidorkin, 2002). In his extensive review of CoL, 
Watkins (2005) called these relational CoLs, “classrooms as communities” (p.51). The 
proponents of these non-instructional instrumental approaches to CoL argue that when the 
students have a sense of the community in the classroom they emotionally, motivationally, 
and cognitively feel better and safer about themselves, the teacher, the other students, and 
school in general; they learn to solve interpersonal problems in non-violent ways; they 
have higher motivation for academic learning; their academic test scores go up; there is 
less bullying, drug use, aggression, dangerous sex activities, participation in gangs, and 
other undesired behaviors among the students; the teacher can use less coercive methods 
of making the students cooperate with the teacher’s demands; there is growing respect for 
the teacher and school authority; and so on.  

These relational instrumental approaches focus on fostering harmonious relations among 
the classroom and school participants and suggest several ways to promote building a 
classroom community. First of all, they often call on teachers for the development of 
respectful, trusting, warm, and caring relations with the students (Noddings, 1992; 
Solomon, Schaps, Watson, & Battistich, 1992). Second, to promote student-student and 
teacher-student shared decision making about curricular order (e.g., in what order to read 
selected books aloud), interpersonal problem solving (e.g., conflicts, fights), and 
classroom management, for example, shared development of the classroom rules, their 
application, and revisions during regular class meetings (Developmental Studies Center, 
1996; Gathercoal, 1992; Jones & Jones, 1998; Schaps, 2003; Solomon et al., 1992; 
Stepanek, 2000). Third, to have communal rituals, ceremonies, routines, and signs 
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(Hallinger et al., 1996). Fourth, to provide many opportunities for the students to interact 
with each other in small groups and, thus, learn better about each other as include 
cooperative learning (Jones et al., 2002; Slavin, 1995; Solomon et al., 1992).  Fifth, the 
students are provided with choices, autonomy, and responsibilities for their own decision 
making process (Developmental Studies Center, 1996; Schaps, 2003; Stepanek, 2000). 
Sixth, Sidorkin (2002) calls for an “exchange of favors” model between the teacher and 
students, in which the teacher meets the students’ social needs which are often  non-
academic nature in exchange for the students willing cooperation with the teacher’s 
academic demands, in which the students might not see immediate meaningfulness or 
gratification (Smith & Matusov, 2011). Seventh, it is to develop a school outreach to the 
families, local communities, and broader society through projects and service learning 
(e.g., Jones et al., 2002; Mettetal & Bryant, 1996; Solomon et al., 1992). Finally, eighth, it 
is to promote a collaborative nature in professional development and decision-making 
among the teachers, school administrators, and policy decision makers (e.g., Allison, 
Cristol, El-Amin, Garling, & Pissanos, 1998; Hord et al., 1999). 

We agree with Watkins who notices the separation of the notion of community and the 
notion of academic learning in this type of CoL, “The social arrangements which create a 
sense of community in a classroom can operate well but not necessary implicate the 
conception of learning which inhibits that classroom” (Watkins, 2005, p. 54). In a strict 
sense, these non-instructional instrumental approaches should not be called a community 
of learners, because often learning and instruction are either not mentioned at all (like, for 
example, in Schaps, 2003; Wilson, 2004) or mentioned as a factor among many other 
factors (e.g., Jones et al., 2002; Solomon et al., 1992). It is interesting that Solomon et al. 
(1992) provide their justifications for promoting a community of learners -- building a 
caring classroom and school community -- by listing problems that can be characterized as 
inherently CoL-like but relate to student’s learning: the students’ alienation and 
disengagement from the academic curriculum and school, decontextualized and 
meaningless instruction, extrinsic motivation for learning, irrelevancy to the real world, 
and so on. However, we argue that in relational instrumental CoLs, these CoL 
justifications do not affect the revision of pedagogy, focusing predominately on the 
relational aspect of the classroom, they become “Community Plus” (traditional) pedagogy.  

In our judgment, Neill (1960), the founder of the famous innovative educational project, 
“Summerhill,” is also a part of this relational non-instructional instrumental approach to 
CoL in our judgment.  Neill directly addressed the issue of the separation of CoL 
relational and non-CoL instructional aspects of his pedagogy in Summerhill. In 
Summerhill, the children’s attendance of academic instruction is voluntary and usually not 
well attended by the students; while their attendance in the General Assembly, a body the 
school community has formed as a social problem solving through student self-
governance, “is not compulsory, but is usually well attended” 
(http://www.summerhillschool.co.uk/pages/themeeting.html) (see also, Neill, 1960). 
According to Neill, the children’s participation in the General Assembly and their freely 
chosen self-initiated activities prepare the children for self-initiated inquiries that will lead 
to an emergence of an authentic desire to attend academic instruction. If the students come 
to the academic instruction voluntarily through their self-initiated inquiries and authentic 
desire to learn, Neill argued, it does not much matter how conventional the school 
instruction is. Neil admitted that in his Summerhill, the instruction was pretty much 
traditional and at times even boring,  
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The children have classes usually according to their age, but sometimes according to their 
interests. We have no new methods of teaching, because we do not consider that teaching in 
itself matters very much. Whether a school has or has not a special method for teaching long 
division is of no significance, for long division is of no importance except to those who want to 
learn it. And the child who wants to learn long division will learn it no matter how it is taught 
(Neill, 1960, pp. 4-5). 
 
I learned Latin as a boy--rather I was given Latin books to learn from. As a boy, I could never 
learn the stuff because my interests were elsewhere. At the age of twenty-one, I found that I 
could not enter the university without Latin. In less than a year, I learned enough Latin to pass 
the entrance exam. Self-interest made me learn Latin (Neill, 1960, p. 81). 

Apparently according to Neill’s idea, when the Summerhill students become active 
learners, they use the teacher’s instruction as a resource for their self-initiated learning. 
This seems similar to a scholar’s attendance at a monotonous presentation on a topic of the 
scholar’s interest at a professional conference. It does not matter how insensitive the 
presentation to the audience is – as soon as the attending scholar, who has already actively 
and eagerly engaged in the practice, finds the presentation relevant, the scholar puts in his 
or her own efforts to engage him/herself in the monotonous presentation in order to learn. 
However, insensitive instruction can be in the classroom by the teacher, students’ 
volunteer, free-will, participation and activism will compensate its insensitivity. This 
seems to be a pedagogical logic of the founder of Summerhill and leaders of the Free 
School movement (Greenberg, 1992; Holt, 1972; Neill, 1960; Rietmulder, 2009).  In the 
Free School movement the goal of building a democratic community, in which students’ 
interests, volunteerism, and non-participation are respected, subordinates, if not even 
openly neglects, any educational purposes as such. Again, here the social is separated 
from the educational. 
In our view, however, it is rather questionable whether the purposes of building a 
classroom community of living harmoniously together and pedagogy of academic 
disciplinary subjects can be kept separate because both realms often put pressure on each 
other.  Pedagogy is inherently relational as learning and guidance involve complex and 
dynamic transformation of social relations between the teacher and the students, among 
students, and among the classroom participants and people outside of the classroom 
(Lampert, 2001). Yet, conventional pedagogy, unilaterally defined by the teacher, by the 
school, by the curricular state standards, by the accountability tests, necessary credentials, 
and by the textbooks, often generates rigid hierarchical social relations between the 
teacher and the students and competitive social relations among the students (Goodlad, 
1984; Jackson, 1968; Lortie, 1975; Waller, 1932). Pedagogy itself is an activity that builds 
specific relations – and in conventional pedagogy these are based on different set of values 
and rules than the CoL (specially the relational instrumental CoL)  – the two do not mix 
well: the conventional pedagogical instruction is based on one type of relations, values, 
and rules while the CoL is based on another type of relations, values, and rules. This 
conventional pedagogy with its rigid hierarcho-competitive social relations apparently 
becomes incompatible with the notion of a harmonious community developed by the 
proponents of the relational instrumental CoL approaches. Learning is not only about re-
relating to the world but also about re-relating to people who live and learn together.  
On the other hand, as a phenomenon, community is essentially pedagogical. The notion of 
a community of people living together, what is often called a “caring community,” if 
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defined outside of the learning practice in the instrumental approaches to CoL, 
unavoidably spills out into the realm of pedagogy and vice versa. If social conflicts can be 
solved collaboratively in the classroom, why not the academic curriculum and instruction 
– the core business of school – be defined collaboratively as well? Community building is 
not only a way to live together, but is also a way to learn together as learning is a part of 
living. We argue that the separation between a “caring community” and its pedagogy is 
not sustainable, the two relational paradigms will clash. Either conventional pedagogy 
takes over and “a caring community” is just a token of the teacher’s manipulation to make 
the students willing subjects of the teacher’s pedagogical actions (Fendler, 1998) or the 
community is seen as a psycho-social therapeutic way to reduce the relational tension 
caused by the non-communal conventional pedagogy, OR “a caring community” takes 
over pedagogy by making academic learning accidental at best and a token at its worst 
(e.g., a caring community can be built around mutual entertainment instead of learning).  

The third possibility is that “a caring community” can ontologize academic pedagogy – 
the CoL can become ontological and not instrumental anymore. There have been 
suggestions that the notion of caring for others (Noddings, 1992) or for oneself (Foucault, 
1988; Plato, 1997) extended to pedagogy can make it meaningful, ontological, communal, 
and contextual for the participants. Indeed, it is logical to assume that a teacher’s deep 
care about his or her students’ wellbeing would spread the meaningful human relations 
into the realm of his or her pedagogy and would not allow his or her caring classroom 
community to function around entertainment rather than around learning (which may or 
may not have an entertaining aspect). A genuinely caring teacher can neither simply cover 
a state mandated curriculum, nor simply entertain the students all the while ignoring their 
educational interests, strengths, concerns, and needs (those in the present and the future). 
However, in this case of the teacher’s ultimate caring, the justification for building a 
classroom community should stop being non-instructional and instrumental but rather it 
must become instructional and ontological.  

Division of labor CoL: Instructional instrumental communities 

Instructional instrumental approaches to CoL usually justify the pedagogical value of the 
notion of community for education by pointing out that the CoL can help to organize 
instruction in such a way that it promotes better and more effective learning than other, 
non-communal, instruction (see, for example of such justifications, Crawford, Krajcik, & 
Marx, 1999). For example, Stepanek (2000) argues that instruction organized as CoL 
promotes teacher accountability, students’ academic achievement, students’ motivation for 
academic learning, and meeting the high state standards. Similarly, Ann L. Brown and her 
colleagues studied teaching reading comprehension and they found that communal 
instruction promotes more effective “learning outcomes” than non-CoL instruction (A. L. 
Brown, 1997). The CoL instruction deepens the students’ engagement in the academic 
discipline (Watkins, 2005) and leads to the students’ “productive disciplinary 
engagement” (Engle & Conant, 2002). However, in our judgment, the concept of learning 
as measured by traditional psychological and educational tests and the used pedagogical 
design, narrowly understood as a division of labor, are not affected by the notion of CoL 
themselves. The non-CoL definition of learning allows the researchers to make easy 
comparisons between the learning outcomes of CoL versus non-CoL instructions and thus 
advance advocacy for this type of CoL within the conventional educational system. 
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Communally organized instruction often involved a certain division of labor among the 
students such as in “reciprocal teaching”, “cooperative learning,” and “jigsaw cooperative 
learning.” For example, in reciprocal teaching (A. L. Brown & Palincsar, 1985; Palincsar 
& Brown, 1984), a group of 6 or so students study some text assigned by the teacher. The 
teacher assigns one of the students in the group as a group leader to manage the group and 
its discussions of the assigned text by asking comprehension, clarification, prediction, and 
summarization questions such as “"Do I understand?" "That doesn't make sense," "They 
[the audience] can't understand X without Y," and so forth” (A. L. Brown, 1997, p. 406) 
and teacher-initiated “driving questions” (Crawford et al., 1999). This peer teaching is 
called reciprocal because of the division of labor and because in a next learning activity 
with a new text, the leader is rotated so all students experience being a guiding leader and 
being a mere learners in the group of learner.  
This division of labor, assigned by the teacher in a learning activity, promotes 
interdependency among the students (Crawford et al., 1999) and the necessity for the 
students to interact and cooperate with each other in order to contribute to the success of 
the group activity (as defined by the teacher), that is, the so called community is 
predicated on cooperation necessary for survival (Matusov & White, 1996). Students must 
share, as each member is privy to only part of the puzzle. Expertise is deliberately 
distributed (Brown et al., 1993) but is also the natural result of students majoring in 
different areas and domains of knowledge, “... Members of the community are critically 
dependent on each other. No one is an island; no one knows it all; collaborative learning is 
necessary for survival. This interdependence promotes an atmosphere of joint 
responsibility, mutual respect, and a sense of personal and group identity” (A. L. Brown, 
1997, p. 411). The learning activities, organized around ill-defined “authentic tasks” 
designed by the teacher, are aimed to be similar to ones that practitioners deal with in real 
life (Crawford et al., 1999). Distributed functions and roles among the group participants 
promote a certain discourse in the group that is usually strongly shaped by the teacher’s 
guidance: the students are assigned to ask certain types of questions and moved to the 
certain types of goals which are defined by the teacher. It is assumed (and being tested) 
that in this special discourse the desired knowledge and skills will emerge in the students. 
In these instrumental approaches, the community is defined instructionally as a certain 
way of organizing learning activities through the division of labor among students set in 
small groups. Thus, it is an instructional approach to CoL. But it is also an instrumental, 
non-ontological, approach. The CoL instruction can be switched on and off depending on 
the teacher’s pedagogical needs and goals. For example, a classroom can function as a 
CoL on Monday but not on Tuesday, it can be used in reading and science but not in math, 
in study of one topic and not another, in study concepts but not in memorization of the 
multiplication table, and so on.  
A CoL-instruction is often used as an instrument for non-CoL learning. The learning 
outcomes, toward which the CoL instruction is directed, themselves are often viewed 
outside of the notion of community as psychological skills, knowledge, and abilities, 
detached from their activities, goals, and uses, such as planning, metacognition, mastery of 
strategic knowledge, successful long-term recall and retention of the studied material, 
successful transfer, and so forth that can be measured independently of the CoL processes 
(and, thus, it can be easily compared with non-CoL instruction and used to meet preset 
curricular state standards). Often the effectiveness of instructional instrumental CoL is 
tested by administration of pre-tests and post-tests to students and comparing the “learning 
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gains” or “learning outcomes” after the CoL and non-CoL instructions (A. L. Brown, 
1997; A. L. Brown & Campione, 1994, 1998; Johnson & Johnson, 1991). For example, 
reading comprehension was assessed by the percentage of correct answers given by the 
students about information in the text (A. L. Brown & Campione, 1994). The questions 
and the correctness of the answers were defined unilaterally by the researchers in direct 
contradiction with the social nature of interpretation and comprehension – the points that 
the researchers themselves state (A. L. Brown, 1994, 1997; A. L. Brown, Campione, 
Webber, & McGilly, 1992) -- without noticing the contradiction between their non-CoL 
assessment (and, thus, their definition of learning) and CoL instruction. Brown clearly 
recognized the communal nature of comprehension, “Reciprocal teaching involved the 
development of a mini-learning community, intent not only on understanding and 
interpreting texts as given, but also on establishing an interpretive community (Fish, 1980) 
whose interaction with texts was as much a matter of community understanding and 
shared experience as it was strictly textual interpretation” (A. L. Brown, 1994, p. 7). 
However, she did not discuss the non-CoL nature of her own learning assessment – i.e., 
that interpretative, hermeneutic communal learning cannot be coded using a non-contested 
(objective) criteria of quality of students’ understanding and knowledge known in advance 
by the educational researchers and the teacher. On the top of that, the produced texts and 
interactions cannot be accessed by community outsiders. The concept of CoL calls for 
redefining learning and the research approaches for studying it. Educationalists 
subscribing to the instructional instrumental approaches seem to continue using non-CoL 
definitions of learning; as the acquisition of preset curricular endpoints assessed by 
traditional ways of educational research using pre and posttests like Brown and her 
colleagues have been done. 
It is possible, however, that Brown and her colleagues see the preset curricular endpoints 
of comprehension in reading and in science as the students’ joining “a consensus among 
the most relevant people in the society” (cf. Latour, 1987) and this is how they probably 
resolve for themselves the contradiction between their CoL instruction and non-CoL 
assessment and curriculum.  Disagreements and controversies are valued as promoters and 
markers of the students’ engagement in and ownership of their own learning (Engle & 
Conant, 2002) and viewed as temporary and requiring a resolution (and spreading 
expertise among the members of the group), “Ms. Wingate [the teacher] next underscored 
each student's accountability to the group by suggesting that a consensus was required to 
resolve the problem” (Engle & Conant, 2002, p. 440). In this instrumental understanding 
of CoL, the students’ diversity of meanings is a necessary, although temporary, condition 
for learning and comprehension, “The increased consensus building during group work 
due to the role of the teacher as a guide parallels findings in earlier studies in a middle 
school project-based classroom studying acid rain” (Crawford et al., 1999, p. 715) or “One 
of Barbara's [the teacher] goals has been to transform her class to a community of learners. 
Barbara does not see herself as the authority in the classroom. Instead she wants to be, in 
her own words, an ‘orchestra leader’ who pulls together children's individual voices and 
individual ways of thinking and making meaning, challenges and extends their thinking, 
and facilitates the achievement of shared understandings” (Varelas, Luster, & Wenzel, 
1999, p. 229)1. Apparently, in instructionally instrumental approaches to CoL, this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
1 However, Varelas and her colleagues seem to be ambivalent about making the collective 

consensus as the curricular endpoint of learning as they added, “Building consensus does not 
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interpretative communal diversity has to be resolved and eliminated through “reaching” a 
consensus and “arriving” at the conventional knowledge. We put these two words 
“reaching” and “arriving” in quotations because, in our view, consensus in community is 
always local and temporary in the long run – nothing is potentially out of the participants’ 
questioning (Morson, 2004). In our view, the possibility that students may legitimately not 
develop consensus with experts (and each other), either through their unanswered 
questions or even due to their misunderstandings, is apparently undervalued in the 
instrumental CoL model of education.  Being at a difference with the standard curriculum 
or with the professionally established consensus, if critically and dialogically conceived 
by the student (and probably even if wrong), might be evidence of critical thinking skills 
and therefore higher achievement. Setting a communal consensus as a teaching goal 
invites pedagogical violence and/or pedagogical manipulation (Matusov, 2009). The 
conventional knowledge of a shared consensus, constantly sought in school, is always 
based on “authoritative discourse” and not on “internally persuasive discourse” (Bakhtin, 
1991; Matusov & von Duyke, 2010). 

In our observation, scholars and educators who have been working in instructional 
instrumental CoL approaches for years have become more and more comprehensive about 
the instructional notion of community. They start talking about such ontological notions as 
classroom culture, identity, agency, discourse, and audience in their analyses. For 
example, Brown wrote about the formative importance of a real authentic audience for the 
students’ learning projects in her Fostering a Community of Learners (FCL) approach 
(although she did not discuss the consequences of this audience on the learning assessment 
and the communal definition of learning), “In telling their story, these students were 
putting on a performance, for my benefit. Everyone in the community is at some stage an 
actor and an audience. Regular exhibitions to a variety of audiences are an important 
component of the community. The sense of audience2 for one's research efforts is not 
imaginary, but palpable and real. Audiences demand coherence, push for higher levels of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  

necessarily mean that all--teacher and students--come to see a situation, phenomenon, or idea in 
the same way. Consensus may imply that the group agreed to disagree on certain issues based on 
specific reasoning and made this agreement explicit” (p.230). It becomes very difficult to 
understand what the notion of “achievement of shared understanding” means in this case beyond 
the participants’ disengagement for the dialogue with each other. Is it “agree to disagree”? In our 
view, rather than simply “agreeing to disagree” the class could maintain a list their unresolved 
issues (one of possibilities).  Each issue would then be developed from multiple perspectives 
uncovering subtleties that might have been missed in the teacher’s drive towards consensus.  
Temporary unfolding agreements and disagreements can push the participants to deepen their 
ideas. Even in disagreement, there would be an appreciation for the greater aspects of 
complexity and views.   

2 We wonder how FLC achieve authenticity of the audience in their innovative schools. An 
audience can be fake -- voyeuristic non-participants (like peers who don’t really understand the 
practice), interactive but otherwise non-participants (like parents), relevant others who 
participate in the practice out of unconditional support and politeness, OR an interested audience 
that is dialogical and makes meaning with presenters during and beyond the presentation, and an 
expert audience capable of giving a summative evaluation (such as a competition).  The type of 
authentic audience acts as a dialogic partner to the level of work and involvement the student 
engages in. However, a fake, non-authentic audience only increases the pressure on the student 
but does not put the student in the position of deciding, or collectively deciding the journey. 
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understanding, require satisfactory explanations, request clarification of obscure points, 
and so on. Students do not have to deal only with a single audience, the teacher, as they 
often do in school” (A. L. Brown, 1994, p. 8).  This new foci on the ontological aspects of 
learning bring increasing pressure on the teacher/researcher towards a communal 
redefinition of other educational notions beyond narrow instruction: curriculum, 
assessment, a definition of learning, social relations among the students and between the 
teacher and the students, and motivation. Until these educators and educational scholars 
make this leap, in our view, they will remain in the realm of an instrumental, non-
ontological, approach to CoL. 

Engagement before instruction CoL: Engagement instrumental communities 

In pedagogical practice and literature, we have also noticed engagement as the 
instrumental focus for a non-ontological approach to CoL. These approaches are guided 
by the concern that successful instruction requires a high level of engagement from both 
the students and the teacher. The later often depends on the former: when the students are 
engaged, it is easy for the teacher to stay engaged. The students’ engagement is measured 
by their energy, attention, asking questions, efforts, initiatives, persistence, amount of 
work, and enthusiasm. This is how a teacher of an innovative school discusses the 
relationship between engagement and instruction, 
I'm not feeling their energy. They're working and trying to understand what I'm saying. If 
nobody has their hand up, after a period of time, I feel like this is heading in a direction 
that kids are going to start losing attention. They're going to start thinking about other 
things…  I was, partly too, you get a feeling, and maybe this is coming from them, is I've 
been talking a while now, and nobody has any questions. So I should change the direction 
and try to make it something that they can relate to…. So I think that might be going on … 
I can't remember what I did, but I probably started getting them to wake up here and get 
connected. [So, I can start teaching them again.] (Interview with a middle school science 
teacher Robert about his physics lesson from an innovative school that is declared to be 
run as CoL on their website, http://www.ncclschool.com/overview/philosophy.htm) 
(Smith, 2010). 

In an engagement instrumental CoL approach, the lesson is usually split by a teacher into 
two major phases: “an engagement phase” and “an instructional phase.” The engagement 
phase of the lesson is considered as preparation for the instruction phase. The engagement 
phase often starts the lesson and is also used as needed when the students’ engagement 
becomes low in the teacher’s judgment (see example above). It is often desirable for many 
of those teachers (but still not necessary) that the engagement phase at least loosely relates 
to the instruction and the targeted curriculum,  
A lesson that I taught to sixth graders that fits into my philosophy of a community of 
learners involves global warming, greenhouse gases, and human’s impact on their 
environment. I started off by giving the students a warm-up to do before the actual lesson 
started. This warm-up acted as my engagement because I was hoping to catch their 
attention as they read the question and had to search in their minds for information from a 
few days ago. I went over the warm-up as a class discussion, allowing students to share 
their answers with me, regardless if they were correct or not. After the engagement] 
warm-up, I had a student pass out a worksheet to each person in the class that regarded the 
four main greenhouse gases” (A preservice teacher’s reflection on her middle school 
science lesson during her teaching practicum, emphasis is ours). 
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Notice that in the engagement phase this preservice teacher did not concern herself much 
with whether the students’ ideas were correct or not. Perhaps it was because in the 
teacher’s mind it was no time and no need to start instruction. When the teacher felt that 
all the students were engaged in a broadly defined theme somewhat related to the 
instruction, then she stopped the discussion and started her instruction by passing them a 
worksheet that required effort from the students, who already engaged in the material. The 
engagement discussion itself apparently did not have much instructional value for the 
teacher. 
Meanwhile, teachers are often concerned that the engagement phase does not take over the 
instruction phase. I would prefer [students’ engaging discussion], up to a point. And 
sometimes I feel that there are some important points that I wanted to get through, and, 
and some kids will ask completely random questions that,... this just happened either today 
or yesterday, where the question led to another question, led to another question, and 
pretty soon, we were talking about dreams in math class. And that's a topic they love to 
talk about. And we talked about it for a little bit. And then I realized, OK, let's come back 
to math class, cause I really did want to have a lesson here. And so, I don't get upset with 
them, and I don't, I just kind of make a joke about it, I did actually plan to teach you 
something today about math. It is math class, you know.  And we're going to go back to 
math class. And they're like, ohhhhh!!! Cause they all had questions, all the hands were 
up, and we were talking about dreams for 5 minutes, and I thought, well, OK (Interview 
with Robert). 

Teachers of this instrumental type of CoL also mistrust the engagement stage not only 
because it might lead the class from the topic desired and pre-planned by the teacher as 
Robert stated above but also because the teachers suspect that the students’ own 
engagement stage may lack “big curricular ideas”, “[The kids’ focus in the activity is] 
microscopic, the actual little trades that they were making, for some of them, a lot of them, 
it's the personal, which is hugely important, because if they don't have that personal 
involvement, and personal connection, then they're not going to remember as much of the 
big ideas about it, so it's got to be that balance of, what what's important to you about 
what's happening… Cause, they're not going to, I mean, it's like reinventing the wheel, 
they're not going to do that” (Interview with Melinda, a middle school math teacher) 
(Smith, 2008, March). The follow-up instruction stage is necessary to communicate big 
ideas to the students after they mess up and bubble up with their own ideas during the 
preceding engagement stage of the lesson. In the engagement instrumental approach to 
CoL, the students’ exploration of ideas are usually allowed to be first and the teacher’s 
instruction is second; while, in contrast, in the instructional instrumental approach to CoL, 
it is the teacher’s presentation of the big ideas that usually goes first and the students’ 
exploration follows it, “[the teacher and visiting experts] serve to introduce the class to the 
big ideas and deep principles at the beginning of a unit” (A. L. Brown, 1997, p. 406). 

In our view, the separation of a lesson into two phases -- engagement and instruction -- 
indicates a problem with guidance.  Let us explain why. Learning involves a 
transformation of the students’ subjectivities: their worldviews, opinions, perceptions, 
attitudes, ideas, ways of thinking, feelings, knowledge, conceptions, values, desires, and 
motives (Matusov & Smith, 2007). Disengaged or under-engaged students are an indicator 
of the teachers’ lack of access to the students’ subjectivities (i.e., intersubjectivity). When 
instruction is not engaging, it usually becomes insensitive for the students. Sensitive 
instruction, attuned to the students’ needs, perceptions of the world, and interests, requires 
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the instruction to be engaging during the instructional phase itself for the engagement to 
be instructional, for example, by asking students about their needs, perceptions, and 
interests about the learning. In our view, disengaged instruction has to be addressed not by 
adding engagement stages to the lesson but by transforming the instruction to make it 
more engaging3. Students’ disengagement is an indication that instruction must be 
transformed rather than a signal for the teacher to stop the instruction and switch to the 
engagement stage of entertaining the students and relating to them socially. Similarly, the 
students’ engagement has to be guided by the teacher rather than they be mostly left to 
their own devices to let them do whatever is loosely related to the targeted curriculum (or 
even purely entertaining) as far it is engaging for the students as it is often done in the 
engagement- instrumental CoL projects. 

The upside, we think, of an instrumental CoL, is that students have the chance to 
participate in collaborative, reflective, respectful communities, at some level. Especially in 
the FCL, we see students functioning in a manner that seems important in professional 
communities of practice. Yet, as we attempted to think of the benefit of such CoL’s might 
be to students, we feel the “chicken is before the egg” in that such professional 
communities emerge (hopefully) from person’s interests, questions, commitments, and 
professional desires, and instrumental CoL’s are doing the reverse. We wonder if fostering 
these behaviors before fostering student’s ontological learning engagement is a form of 
“fake it until you make it”, where the person gains behavioral competence, but in “play 
acting” inquiries lose sight of their genuine inquiries. 

Ontological projects of CoL 

In this section, we will discuss two types of ontological CoL projects that we call the 
dialogic ontological CoL project and the polyphonic ontological CoL project. The 
birthmark of an ontological4 CoL project is its redefinition of learning as a communal 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
3 We treat a student’s engagement as a two-way street – it can require the student’s efforts but the 

student has to be meta-engaged or interested in putting his or her efforts to keep him or herself 
engaged. 

4 We borrow the notion of “ontological” from Sidorkin’s work on dialogue in education (and 
beyond), “…this whole chapter presents an attempt to establish the notion of dialogue as a 
central fact of human existence, as an ontological concept. The word ontological does not refer 
to just any kind of being, neither does it deal with the existence of dialogue; it refers specifically 
to human existence. This may not be the most conventional use of the term, but from my point of 
view, it is the most accurate one. The ontological concept of dialogue explores the place of 
dialogue in the human way of being. One of the reasons for using the adjective ontological is a 
need to distinguish between what I propose and a number of non-ontological concepts of 
dialogue. In the context of this book, the very existence of a human being in his or her human 
quality is a result of dialogue. In the non-ontological conception of dialogue, this relation 
between dialogue and human existence are reversed: dialogue is treated as   secondary to human 
existence, mainly as a form of communication” (Sidorkin, 1999, p. 7, the italics original). This 
concept seems has long history of use in philosophy and psychology. For example, consider the 
following quote from Vygotsky, “In [Piaget’s] view, there is not only a logical egocentrism, but 
an ontological egocentrism. In the child, the logical and ontological categories evolve in 
parallel” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 87). 
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concept (Matusov, St. Julien, Lacasa, & Alburquerque Candela, 2007)5. In this ontological 
communal approach, learning is viewed as students joining and transforming the targeted 
practices and their attending discourses, developing their specific voices in these practices, 
and becoming competent participants in these practices and discourses (C. A. Brown & 
Borko, 1992; Chinnappan, 2006; Lave & Wenger, 1991) through transformation of the 
students’ subjectivities and reshaping their knowledge (Chinnappan, 2006; Jonassen, 
1997; Matusov & Smith, 2007). In an ontological CoL paradigm, learning is understood as 
ill-defined, unlimited, relational, authorial, personal, polycultural, contested, non- limited 
in time and space, involving multiple emergent goals, eventful, and distributed in diverse 
times, spaces, people, networks of practices, discourses, and topics, and through diverse 
mediums (Cuthell, 2002; Heath & McLoughlin, 1994; Matusov, 2011a; Matusov et al., 
2007; Owens & Wang, 1996; Wenger, 1998b). It contrasts with a non-CoL vision of 
learning common for conventional mainstream schooling in which learning is often seen 
as well-defined, self-contained, agreement-based, objective, non-problematic, proprietary, 
monocultural, limited in time and space, involving one preset goal, and lesson-, 
classroom-, one medium- and one topic-center, and occurs in the individual head of the 
student. Consensus, agreement, and shared understanding is not seen as a desired outcome 
or marker of learning in the ontological CoL paradigm (Kerka, 1996). Rather the goal of 
school is not just promoting learning in the students but also in noting the students’ 
growing pleasure and deep personal interest in learning and of intellectual reflection as 
becoming essential to their lives (Barth, 2000; Kerka, 1996). A learner is viewed in the 
CoL paradigm as the final agent of his or her own learning (Fullan, 1993; Klag, 1994; 
Matusov, 1999). The ontological CoL’s definition of learning contradicts conventional 
school definition of learning. 
The teacher’s role is also redefined in ontological CoL. In ontological CoL approaches, 
teachers have to become learners of the academic subject matter (i.e., epistemological 
learners learning the subject matter together with the students) as well and not just 
pedagogical learners who learn how to teach their students better (Matusov, 2009). But 
how can the teacher learn what he or she already knows? Matusov argues for the social 
nature of learning not only in the teacher’s past but also in the teacher’s present. Thus, 
with not knowing students, the teacher’s knowledge is partially collapsed and requires its 
social restoration (and sometimes transformation), which seems similar to a situation 
when speaking mastery partially collapses when a person meets interlocutors who do not 
speak the same language.  
Being an epistemological learner is important for at least the four following reasons for 
the teacher of ontological CoL: 1) engage in authentic dialogue with the students on the 
subject matter, genuinely searching for information and interested in the students’ 
subjectivities, 2) to model learning to the students through learning themselves, 3) to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
5 Watkins introduces a notion of “classrooms as learning communities” that seems to move in the 

direction of ontological CoL projects by stating that, “A classroom run as a learning community 
operates on the understanding that the growth of knowledge involves individual and social 
processes. It aims to enhance individual learning that is both a contribution to their own learning 
and the group's learning) and does this through supporting individual contributions to a 
communal effort“ (Watkins, 2005, p. 57). But in our view, he does not redefine the notion of 
learning as communal and thus, based in his description, his classrooms as learning communities 
still remain in essence an instructional instrumental CoL project based on division of labor. 
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contribute to production of culture, to be “a person of culture” (Bibler, 2009; Lobok, 
2001), and 4) to keep abreast of the pace of changes in society, field, science, targeted 
practices, and technology, which as it rapidly increases necessitates that constant subject 
matter learning is essential for both the teacher and the students as a life-long skill (Barth, 
2000). In an ontological CoL project, the teacher is expected constantly to learn and re-
learn the subject matter (Matusov, 2009; Miyazaki, 2007, July; Shor & Freire, 1987) to be 
Learner#1 rather Expert#1 in the classroom (cf. "learned ignorance", Nicholas, 1954).  

Although the CoL participants often have different responsibilities and roles, the 
boundaries between the learner and the knowledgeable, between the teacher and the 
student, between the novice and the expert are penetrable by all participants of the CoL 
(Wineburg & Grossman, 1998). People are not viewed as “more knowledgeable” vs. “less 
knowledgeable” but rather always differently knowledgeable (Reardon & Mollin, 2009) 
with genuine interest in each other – “interaddressivity” (Matusov, 2011b). The teacher 
and the students “together are active in structuring shared endeavors” (Rogoff, 1994, p. 
213). In an ontological CoL, the teacher is not the “principal performer”, Expert #1, the 
gatekeeper of truth, the final authority of knowledge but a participant in learning and its 
primary facilitator.  As Learner #1, the teacher is a broker, and a consciousness with “the 
equal rights” to the students’ consciousnesses (Bakhtin, 1999; Matusov, 2007, 2009; 
Miyazaki, 2006, 2007, July; Morson, 2004; Osterling & Fox, 2004). The latter point is 
often confused with the idea that the teacher-students symmetry of power to be “in 
charge,” will also be equal -- for example, “No one here [in a CoL] appears to direct 
others in the interaction; all can make contributions, some of which are taken up while 
others are not, but no one is ostensibly in charge ” (Toohey, Waterstone, & Jule-Lemke, 
2000, p. 429). However, the equal rights of consciousnesses means that the participants’ 
contributions are taken equally seriously by all and cannot be overruled by or reference 
away by any authority or powerful tradition –  an “internally persuasive discourse” 
(Bakhtin, 1991; Matusov, 2007; Matusov & von Duyke, 2010), which allows for the 
testing of ideas, values, and desires by participants, free from authoritative or uncritical 
traditional constraints, though not free from ideas which necessarily outweigh and 
overrule other  ideas. It does not necessarily preclude asymmetry in power, in knowledge, 
or in contributions in the CoL classroom. 

From this ontological perspective, the CoL is not just a more effective model than non-
CoL within traditional non-CoL definition of learning but rather it re-defines learning and 
effectiveness themselves by answering to the question “effective for what? (and for 
whom?)” differently. This makes it difficult to compare the ontological CoL and non-CoL 
(or non-ontological CoL) models of education empirically (Tolstoy & Blaisdell, 2000).   

Dialogic ontological CoL project  

In our view, the key in understanding the ontological concept of CoL is in the difference 
between the notion of “learning” and the notion of “learner.” Learner in the ontological 
project of CoL is not one who simply learns, but one who learns actively and intentionally 
and who highly values learning. Simply by learning, people do not constitute an 
ontological community of learners because learning is an aspect and a byproduct of any 
human activity (Lave, 1992, April). Active intentional learners are characterized, at least, 
by two related and necessary aspects: 1) being puzzled and perplexed by something 
(Aristotle & Apostle, 1966; Plato, 1997), having “a point of wonder” (Berlyand, 2009), 
raising an authentic question that seeks for information, and recognizing his or her own 
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ignorance (see the concept of "learned ignorance" in Nicholas, 1954); and 2) the person’s 
desire to address him or herself to, other people, and the inquiry itself (rather than to 
suppress it or just leave it unaddressed). Thus, the best evidence of a person becoming a 
learner is the person asking a genuine, information-seeking, question.  
In a conventional mainstream school, the teacher asks many questions but they are mostly 
quizzing, answer-known questions, and not information-seeking questions (Lemke, 1990; 
Mehan, 1979; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). Thus, from the point of view of the ontological 
CoL, the conventional teacher asking answer-known questions in the classroom is not a 
learner since the teacher does not try to learn something and does not have anything 
puzzling or wondering in the subject matter. In Brown’s “Fostering Community of 
Learners” innovative school, children also ask questions. But often these questions are 
coming not from the students being perplexed by something but from the teacher, who 
assigns them to questions to ask in the group. When one of the authors (the first) visited 
FCL and asked children why they asked the questions about the text they discussed in 
small groups, I was told either, because the teacher asked us to ask a question, or because 
it was their role of asking questions – not because the student themselves were genuinely 
perplexed about something.  Though the author also observed the FCL students asking 
genuine questions coming from their perplexity, FCL was not driven by these genuine 
questions on a systematic basis, in our judgment. 

In ontological CoL projects, the teacher’s instruction is organized around the students’ 
puzzling perplexities or points of wonders: 

The [third grade] students were working on a computer-assisted spelling program that 
reported individual results as a statement, such as "19 correct out of 20 or 95%."  

Thom: I only missed one this time! [His report showed that he got 15 correct out of 16, or 
94%.] 

Will: Me, too! I got a 95. [He points to the screen and shows the other student. His report 
says that he got 19 correct out of 20, or 95%.] . 

Thom: Hey, why did you get a 95 when I got a 94? We both only missed one. That's not 
fair! 

Will: I think your computer is broken. 
Overhearing the students, I planned to raise their conversation as a springboard for a 
whole-class investigation on the relationship between fractions and percents. That 
evening, I created a spreadsheet environment in Microsoft Excel … that simultaneously 
displays four representations of a rational number, that is, as a fraction, decimal, percent, 
and pie graph. … To begin our investigation, Thom and Will shared their conversation, 
about their spelling scores. Some students agreed that the computer must have made an 
error; others thought that the computer could be right but were not sure why the percents 
were different. Although some students thought that the magnitude of the numbers might 
contribute to different percents, most of the students' conversation focused on the 
difference between the number of words spelled correctly and the total number of words 
(Drier, 2000, p. 359). 

Please notice that the students’ inquiry involves heterodiscursia (Matusov, 2011b) – it has 
emerged in the social discursive space during a language art lesson but it has mathematical 
and social justice (i.e., what is fair) aspects (unfortunately, the teacher only pursued a 
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purified math inquiry of this holistic puzzlement losing the important teaching-learning 
opportunity of mathematization of fairness and the developing social consequences of 
math modeling, see Matusov et al., 2007).  When the problem of fairness was shared with 
the rest of the class, the other students became engaged in the puzzlement. 
 Although a person’s genuine question can be a solid indicator of his or her 
puzzling perplexity, the person can be perplexed without asking questions because: 1) he 
or she does not know yet how to formulate a question articulating his or her perplexity, 2) 
somebody else can raise the question for him or her, and 3) the person might not be an 
original author of the perplexity – he or she might join somebody’s perplexity (as it is an 
example above for the other students and the teacher).  What is important is being 
genuinely, ontologically, puzzled and perplexed by something, not the origin of the 
puzzlement itself.   
 We call the ontological model of CoL dialogic because an active intentional 
learner not only gets interested in a puzzling perplexity, but also recognizes it and is 
willing to address it and the social conditions that surround it, the self, and others. The 
person does not dismiss his or her own puzzlement but commits to the honest 
investigation of it with the self and others. Bakhtin (1986, 1999) defined dialogic meaning 
as a relationship between a genuinely asked question and a genuinely provided reply 
(which might not be an answer but another question or redefined question).  

In an ontological CoL project, the teacher does not wait passively for a puzzling perplexity 
to spontaneously emerge in students, but actively designs situations that set up conditions 
for emergence of the student’s inquiry to be likely to spontaneously occur for these 
particular students in this particular academic curriculum. In preparation for a lesson, the 
teacher in an ontological CoL approach to instruction focuses on developing “dialogical 
provocations”(Matusov, 2009), “contradictions” (Davydov, 1998 ; Miyazaki, 2007, July), 
or “points of wonder” (Berlyand, 2009; Bibler, 2009; Koshmanova, 2006) for the students 
(and the teacher). This approach is in contrast to what is proposed in an instructional 
instrumental approach to CoL; in this latter approach, the teacher searches for the 
curricular “big ideas” (Shulman & Sherin, 2004) that can be divided into “‘researchable’ 
and ‘jigsaw-able’ chunks” for the students’ groupwork (Mintrop, 2004) or can be garnered 
from the teacher’s “leading questions” (A. L. Brown, 1997) in which the teacher 
unilaterally plans important ideas that should emerge in the students (the preset 
endpoints). In the ontological CoL approach, the dialogic provocations and points of 
surprise are tensions that cross between the students’ lives and the targeted practice, so 
that the historically unfolding discourses can become points of entry for the students – for 
their surprises, questions, inquiries, interests, concerns, worries, needs, and even 
frustration – for their ontological engagement (cf. the notion of "funds of knowledge" 
Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992; see, for example, Paley, 1992). Dialogical 
provocations preplanned by the teacher are conceptualized as “a possible curricular 
journey” in an ontological CoL project (Matusov, 2009). The journey is a negotiation of 
the students’ emerging interests, needs, strengths, goals and so on and the historically 
unfolding socially important practices and discourses.  In this view, the student’s existing 
and emerging interest IS the situated context of the teacher’s practice and not academic 
subject matter per se.  The curricular journey is always for both the teacher and the 
student. There is a professional switch from the teacher being Expert #1, as it is in a 
conventional mainstream education, to being a guide in the practice of learning. We call 



Eugene Matusov, Katherine von Dyuke, and Sohyun Han   •   58	  
	  

OUTLINES - CRITICAL PRACTICE STUDIES • Vol. 14, No. 1 • 2013 
http://www.outlines.dk 

for a curricular analysis and further investigations of such journeys in ontological CoL 
projects. 
In an ontological CoL, the classroom curriculum is defined not by the prepared 
provocations or teacher-preset “big ideas” but by fully and partially shared puzzling 
perplexities of the participants -- emerging, unfolding, and addressing in the lesson (and 
beyond it) (cf. the "curriculum as conversation" notion by Applebee, 1996).  The teaching 
goal in an ontological CoL is not to “produce knowledge” (McAuley, 2001), to “achieve a 
collective consensus” (Coleman, Rivkin, & Brown, 1997), or to build up “a shared 
understanding” (Varelas et al., 1999), but rather to help the students to develop their own 
voices – challenges for and replies to each other and to the historically developed and 
developing important positions in the studied practices and discourses (Matusov, 2009). 
Through the students’ contributions assisted by the teacher, by the other students, by 
experts in the practice, by extended communities, and by other sources, the students 
become legitimate participants in these practices and discourse with their own 
distinguished voices and, in a sense their participation creates its own discourse 
community.  Gee (2005) argues that there are multi-levels of sub-practices or parallel 
practices that can be developed as part of the practice of learning which may or may not 
join or impact the practice as it operates in society.  The students do not only become 
recognized by others as legitimate by how they participate but also by how they transform 
the practice and its discourse. The quality and success of the students’ contributions – their 
replies and challenges -- are judged and defined by the community itself (that often 
extends beyond the limits of the classroom) in evaluative dialogic replies of the involved 
proponents, opponents, and those who have to be convinced about the importance of the 
unfolding tensions (Latour, 1987; Matusov, 2009). 

Polyphonic ontological CoL project 

 Morson and Emerson (1990) define the Bakhtinian notion of “polyphony” as the 
participants’ recognition of the dialogic nature of truth. In this spirit, we define a 
polyphonic CoL project as an ontological CoL, one in which all participants are actively 
involved in developing emergent endpoints as a result of dialogic learning. In a narrowly 
dialogic CoL, the students’ dialogic learning is defined by their responsive authorship, 
induced the teacher-designed perplexities and the students’ active responses to them. 
However, the students are not active authors of the dialogic provocations and curricular 
journeys in which they are involved  -- they rarely define their own learning goals 
(Zuckerman, 1999).  The teacher remains the solid author of the provocations for the 
students and, thus, the students’ journeys. In a polyphonic CoL project, the students’ 
dialogic learning is defined by their self-generated authorship, in which they become 
active in authoring their own dialogic provocations and designing their own curricular 
journeys (see a more detailed discussion of the notion of "authorship" in education in, 
Matusov, 2011a; Matusov & Brobst, 2012, in press). 

In a recent graduate seminar, one of the authors (the first) discussed with his graduate 
students the nature of their attitude to teacher’s assignments. The graduate students 
complained about how much teacher’s assignments, regardless of the nature of these 
assignments, put them into a survival mode of working for the deadline robbing them of 
their ownership of their work and setting conditions where they feel that they are working 
for the teacher and not for themselves. This forces them into the uncomfortable position of 
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being a pleaser of the teacher seeking the teacher’s approval rather than of genuinely 
addressing an issue important for them.  
Paradoxically, however, when I asked the students to provide evidence of when they have 
been ontologically engaged in their own academic and professional learning, they pointed 
to the classroom assignments and they could not provide any evidence for their self-
initiated academic learning, 
Regarding ontological engagement beyond my professors' demands - I suppose the best 
thing I could point you to would be the work I had on my poster at the grad research 
seminar.  Although the poster itself was prepared for the sake of the seminar, the analysis 
was done for nobody but me - as a means of trying to understand what's going on in that 
classroom and what to do next (Graduate student#1).  

The evidence [of my ontological engagement in academic learning] is that I have locked 
myself away for over a week now working on putting together research that I have been 
collecting over the whole semester on issues that I feel passionate about.  Yes, this started 
as an assignment for R's [name of a professor] class, but it's not anymore.  It's my own 
work.  I am bending her class rules, including by handing it in later than she wanted the 
rough draft because I still feel the need and desire to work on it more, you see, because I 
am not working on it for her, but I am working on it for me!  This work is helping me 
shape what it is that I want to research for my thesis and how.  And, although I'm over 
busting my ass, and I may be pissing her off as the instructor, I don't care because it's 
worth it for my own learning and for me following my passion!  In addition, I am giving 
up social activities and what non-academics would call "life" because I care about this 
research so much.  I'm sorry that it doesn't perfectly align with your research interest in 
dialogic pedagogy, but I do think that it is related, and I am going to explore the 
connection between my research interest and dialogic pedagogy in my final project for 
you--by my own choice.  I could have not cared and done some BS final project just to 
turn in, but I can't and I won't because my interest and passion and life's work (so far) in 
ed research means too much to me (Graduate student#2) (Matusov & Brobst, 2012, in 
press). 

In narrowly dialogic ontological CoL, the students seem to appreciate dialogic learning 
from their own puzzling perplexities promoted by teacher’s design of dialogic 
provocations and journeys organized as teacher-initiated assignments. But at the same 
time, we hypothesize that the students might feel oppressed by these assignments that rob 
them of their agency for their own work (Holt, 1972), self-determination (Berlyand, 2009; 
Bibler, 2009), self-actualization (Maslow, 1943), and prevent them from the authorship of 
their own dialogic provocations and journeys – the phenomenon described as 
“[conventional] school toxification” (see, Greenberg, 1992; Llewellyn, 1998; Neill, 1960). 
The dialogically narrow CoL class is organized not around the students’ learning 
initiatives (self-assignments) but around the teacher’s assignments, however good or 
useful these assignments might be. The assignment chronotope of the conventional 
monologic classroom (Matusov, 2009) remains, hovering over and suffocating the narrow 
dialogical CoL. 
So far, we failed to find full-blown examples of polyphonic CoL in the literature. One 
example of an emergence of a polyphonic CoL classroom was my (the first author’s) work 
with an undergraduate student, Amy Spencer , at the Latin American Community Center 
(LACC) as a part of Amy’s 10-week Summer Service-Learning Program (Matusov & 
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Smith, 2011). During the previous fall semester, Amy attended LACC as a part of her 
teaching practicum for a course on cultural diversity. She noticed that there were many 
tensions between Puerto-Rican and Mexican teen and preteen girls. Her Service-Learning 
project was to create a Girls’ Club for the quarreling Hispanic teen and preteen girls that 
would create prosocial relations among them and possibly friendships. Initially, she 
wanted to model her Girls’ Club after her university sorority. After discussions with Amy 
and the LACC staff on the causes of the girls’ conflicts and how LACC solved similar 
problem among boys, and after reading some literature on solving ethnic conflicts through 
collaborative projects (Sherif, 1988), we decided to incorporate projects that would require 
collective efforts for their successful accomplishment.  
Based on her experience with some of the LACC girls, Amy asked the group of mixed 
Hispanic teen girls (that LACC staff referred as "difficult") to suggest what they would 
want to do. The girls did not have any suggestions. We had discussed this possibility 
beforehand and Amy had a "Plan B". She offered to do a quilt out of pieces of colorful 
diverse fabric from some of the girls’ old clothing.  The girls enthusiastically agreed to 
participate in this project. To make a harmonious pattern, the girls had to actively 
cooperate and coordinate their actions, which intensified their communications. One of the 
first cross-ethnic conflicts between the Puerto-Rican and Mexican girls was caused by the 
music that the girls brought to the Club to listen to while working on the quilt project. 
Amy's initial reaction was to ban the music as it was causing the discord but then she 
decided to create another project out of it. She suggested creating a Club CD with the 
favorite songs of all the girls. The girls enthusiastically accepted the project and started 
working on it. The Club became more and more successful as judged by the rapidly 
improved relations among the girls and by the fact that the LACC staff started using 
Amy's Girls' Club as leverage for negotiating for "good behavior" from the "difficult" 
girls. 
At one point Amy came to me looking very tired, and I asked her why she was so tired. 
She replied that she had to spend many nights doing the tedious mechanical jobs on the 
quilt and CD projects. She said that the girls wanted to do only creative work and refused 
to do mechanical work in the projects. Amy added that on the top of that, the girls 
proposed to do a carnival at LACC to help raise money for a young boy who was injured 
in a car accident outside the building. She said, "It's crazy for me! I like their idea but I 
cannot kill myself working for the carnival!" I suggested to her to turn the problem into a 
learning opportunity for the children. I suggested Amy to resign from all her night work, 
and to try to convince the girls that the carnival was a bad idea because it required a lot of 
tedious mechanical work before, during, and after it and that Amy or LACC staff would 
not do that work. Amy was surprised by my advice. She was worried that this approach 
would damage the Girls' Club. I replied to her that it would either break it or make it -- it 
was time to transfer responsibility for this work to the girls. 

Afterwards, Amy told me that this meeting was a dramatic turning event for the Club. The 
girls took Amy's comments seriously and in response promised to accept all 
responsibilities for the existing projects and the carnival. But Amy did not let it go that 
easy. She said to them that it was always easy to promise but difficult to deliver. She 
described in detail how monotonous, non-creative, and boring the work on the projects 
and the carnival might be. In their response, the girls took a piece of paper and started 
listing all aspects of the job and who would do it and how. They nominated Amy for the 
role of their "guest" and "adviser ." Not only did the girls accomplish all the projects and 
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the carnival successfully, but they also volunteered and actively participated in developing 
and presenting Amy's report for and at the University at the Summer Service Learning 
Program Forum. As a byproduct of the Club, the Puerto-Rican and Mexican teen girls 
developed lasting friendships among each other that reverberated to the entire LACC. 
Since then, girls' fights across ethnic lines stopped at the LACC. The girls learned to 
develop learning provocations, curricular journeys and self-assignments for themselves. 
Joseph Campbell’s (1990) research into heroic journeys claimed that these journeys were 
an ancient, important means of transformation of both the self and the society. The self 
was often overcoming self-fears in order to bring something good back to the community.  
We think there is something essential here.  It seems the dynamic created by a shared 
problem that is insurmountable on one’s own creates the ground for learning new abilities 
and responsibilities – we think the two go together in living breathing people.  The 
suffocation of this kind of initiative – initiative similar to one that exhibited by the girls 
and Amy at the LACC – may bring about life long damage thought stunting the 
development of a person as it seems often to happen in conventional schools.  It is often 
suggested that character takes initiative, but it may be the other way around, the 
opportunity to take initiative builds character, “You cannot build character and courage by 
taking away man's initiative and independence” (attributed to Abraham Lincoln, but, 
probably, these words seem to belong to Reverend William John Henry Boetcker, 
http://www.illinoishistory.gov/facsimiles.htm). 
We hypothesize the following necessary (but not sufficient) conditions, for promoting a 
polyphonic classroom through the emergence of the students’ self-assignments and self-
journeys (i.e., the students' dialogic agency, see Matusov, 2011a; Rainio, 2008, for more 
discussion): 
1. The presence of free time resources. It is time free from the students’ duties and 
necessities (like concerns about food, place to live, safety, and mandatory assignments) – 
moving beyond of the “games of survival” (McNeil, 1986; Rainio, 2008) – and free for the 
student’s possible self-assignment; 
2. The presence of multiple entries into the targeted activities. Multiple entries involve 
three related aspects (cf. "a free-choice learning environment" in Falk, Donovan, & 
Woods, 2001): 

a. Enriched activity and learning environment that has multiple-level and multi-medium of 
support and engagement for the students, access and resources for experimentation; 

b. Teacher-defined suggested multiple choices for engagement; 
c. Legitimacy and support of the students’ choices; 

3. Legitimacy of and respect for the students’ non-participation and non-cooperation, at 
least at some point (otherwise, participation is always suspected to be forced and this can 
be a burden for the students for their initiatives); 
4. A sense for the students that they “have a community behind” them (Bakhtin, 1999; 
Matusov, 2009) and “validation” from important others (Anderson, 2010) that support and 
nurture the students’ voices: 

a. Unconditional acceptance of the students by the classroom community even in face of 
disagreements and mistakes; 
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b. Taking their contributions seriously for consideration and testing their ideas;  

c. Non-hostile responses to the students’ contribution; 
5. A sense of urgency, interest, transcendence, responsibility, and importance for others of 
what the students do – a sense supported by the others’ addressivity at and responsivity to 
the students’ contributions in the classroom community (and beyond); 

This is not an exhaustive list of hypotheses, in our view, and these hypotheses require 
thorough empirical testing. It is also interesting to study the dynamic aspects of these 
principles (e.g., as we saw in the case of Amy and the Girls’ Club, the responsibility for 
the activity choices shifted from her to the girls themselves). 

Heath and her colleagues seem to find polyphonic CoL models, in which the youth have 
self-assigned learning journeys, leadership roles, and complex projects, in youth-based 
organizations (Heath, 1998; Heath & McLaughlin, 1994; Roach et al., 1999). They raised 
a question whether or such organizations (or polyphonic CoL projects, in our lingo) can be 
compatible with schooling and whether schooling can incorporate them (Heath, 1998; 
Heath & McLaughlin, 1994). Although they answer the question positively, we keep it 
open for now waiting for more pedagogical experimentation in practice. It is clear, 
however, that conventional schooling with its classroom-lesson-grade organization, focus 
on educational standards, and forced participation are incompatible with ontological CoL 
projects and especially with the polyphonic CoL. 

Conclusions 
Many authors complain that the notion of “community of learners” that emerged in the 
educational literature in the late 1980s, is somewhat fuzzy (Varelas et al., 1999). We argue 
that this fuzziness reflects the diversity of the many CoL projects in education. Our 
analysis reveals two major types of CoL projects: instrumental and ontological. In an 
instrumental type of CoL projects, community is not defined around active learning 
redefined in the CoL spirit but rather as a supplement that makes traditional academic 
non-CoL learning more successful or more bearable for the students. The different aspects 
of educational process – instructional, curricular, motivational, relational, assessment, and 
engagement– are often viewed as separate and not integrated with the sense of 
community. In sum, a CoL is often viewed as means for achieving non-CoL ends.  We 
have noticed the following three main tendencies in current instrumental CoL projects: 
relational (“Harmonious CoL”), instructional (“Division of labor CoL”), and engagement 
(“Engagement before instruction CoL”). We wonder if other types of instrumental CoL 
exist in educational literature and/or practice. 

Ontological CoL projects are based on the re-evaluation and re-definition of learning as an 
ill-defined, distributed, contested, social, multifaceted, poly-goal, heterodiscursive, 
authorial, not limited in time and space, eventful, and situated process that integrates all 
educational aspects. It defines a person as a learner when the person is involved in and 
actively addresses an inquiry, in which he or she has an active stake. The best evidence of 
being a learner is the person asking a genuine information-seeking question coming from 
the person’s puzzling perplexity. In an ontological CoL, everyone is expected (but not 
forced!) to ask genuine information-seeking questions within their points of surprise, 
including the teacher. In an ontological CoL, although the participants are not expected to 
be symmetrical in their roles, power, knowledge, and contributions in the collective 
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interaction, their roles and functions have often dynamic and penetrable boundaries. Their 
consciousnesses are assumed to have equal rights to be taken seriously by the person 
themselves and the other participants within the ontological CoL and not to be overruled 
by any authority. In narrowly dialogic ontological CoL projects, the participants’ puzzling 
perplexities generate inquiries for classroom investigation in a regime of internally 
persuasive discourse. These are promoted by, for example, dialogic provocations, mostly 
designed by the teacher and organized by the teacher in curricular journeys students take.  

These more narrowly defined dialogic ontological CoL projects often generate 
ambivalence in students for completing the teacher-initiated assignments (and, probably, 
for the dialogic CoL projects in general). On the one hand, students appreciate dialogic 
learning stemming from their own puzzling perplexities supported and appreciated by the 
teacher through the teacher’s assignments, dialogic provocations, and curricular journeys 
but, on the other hand, the students feel oppressed and robbed of their own agency by the 
teacher-initiated assignments. Polyphonic ontological CoL projects are aimed at 
promoting self-assignment, self-determination, self-provocations, self-leadership, and self-
journey in the students. 
 We see potential problems with our polyphonic ontological CoL as well. For instance, in 
a sense we may be forcing a particular form of enculturation of students’ subjectivities 
(Osberg & Biesta, 2010) normalizing a form of agency not desired by some students or 
communities (Kukathas, 2003). We have positioned learners as “inquirers” – a 
characterization that deserves to be problematized. This creates problems, for example, in 
determining if some communities are being underserved educationally compared to others 
and what does it mean outside of the conventional notion of accountability as students 
failing tests. We suspect that features of this design might be, nevertheless, fruitfully 
evaluated, but further work is needed in this area. 

As a reader may suspect by now, our own bias is toward ontological CoL in general and 
polyphonic ontological CoL more specifically. The reason for that is because we are 
committed to education for agency and critical dialogue focusing on transcending any 
known norms, values, and practices and testing ideas (Matusov, 2009, 2011a; Matusov, 
Smith, Soslau, Marjanovic-Shane, & von Duyke, 2012, submitted). We think that these 
educational values are more in touch with humanity than conventional standard-based 
notion of learning. The first author and his colleagues has begun working on a pedagogical 
design based on a polyphonic ontological CoL called Open Syllabus Education (OSE), 
and we have begun researching this model. It is early to say how polyphonic these 
ontological CoL projects are. We do not know if our model will be possible in a 
conventional setting, nor do we think it has been realized in innovative settings. 
In the end, we want to raise several issues, waiting for future research to address, about the 
relationship between conventional mass schooling and the diverse CoL projects. 
Conventional schooling with its monopoly on curriculum is incompatible with ontological 
CoL projects but it is somewhat compatible with instrumental CoL projects that do not 
challenge the conventional monopoly on curriculum. Ontological CoL projects can 
flourish in places where the monopoly on curriculum is weaken or absent. Also, the 
existing practice of innovative schooling has shown that CoL projects can be successful in 
some local islands and never on a mass scale. In addition, so far, we do not know of any 
successful polyphonic CoL project realized on school grounds (and we encourage our 
readers to please inform us of them if they are aware of them). Nevertheless, we wonder if 
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mass schooling can incorporate CoL projects in principle. Both mass schooling and 
existing CoL projects have to be analyzed as a community of practice to address these 
issues. 
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