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Abstract 
The Norwegian government wishes to implement, on a large scale, e-learning in all schools, and at the 
same time modernize e-learning in accordance with 21st century skills [1] [2] [3] [4]. This is a 
challenge, as it will require radical changes to Norwegian teachers´ teaching methods, because they 
will have to shift from the physical environment and classroom teaching to an online learning 
environment. The complexity of the challenge may cause unease and insecurity among teachers. 

The Principal at the Vestfold Vocational School in Vestfold County, Norway wanted to engage his 
group of teachers, who did not see the potential of the technology, in co-developing e-learning 
strategies, and at the same time integrate the 21st Century skills. This paper tells the story of how this 
task was initiated, focusing on teachers´ everyday practice, and how the teachers themselves took the 
first step in the process of change. Our approach was based on action research, and initially a 
preliminary study was conducted, focusing on the institutional setting and the work culture of the 
school. Based on the preliminary study a workshop was conducted with the teacher group. The 
workshop was framed within the Collective Memory Work (CMW) approach [5] [6] and enhanced 
through dialogue-oriented intervention by an informed facilitator. It is an explorative, group-based 
method, which brings forth the individual experiences of a given phenomenon in the first step. In the 
second step, it supports the participants in identifying common patterns of experiences, and on this 
basis articulate common ground.  

The analysis of field observations and the written material produced by the participants, alone as well 
as in collaboration with the facilitator, especially showed that a) the teachers were willing to change 
their teaching methods when being supported in doing so, and b) were willing to conduct e-learning, if 
they received technical support. During the CMW-workshop, for the first time, the teachers shared 
knowledge of their individual teaching practices and problems, and came to reflect upon their (rather) 
negative experiences with e-learning. This in turn resulted in becoming aware of their frustration and 
feelings of incompetence as teachers, and enabled them to distinguish between didactic problems and 
technological problems. As a result, the teachers spontaneously suggested solutions to the common 
problems around e-learning, being very concrete and practical e.g. close collaboration with technical 
staff, and one could argue that the teachers took the first steps in establishing a Community of 
Practice [7] [8].  

Thus, the CWM-workshop helped the teachers feel competent and resourceful, and participation 
motivated them to meet the challenges of e-learning. 

Keywords: Innovation, technology, research projects, Collective Memory Work, workshop, facilitator, 
explorative method, e-learning, collaboration, co-creation, Community of Practice. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
Distance learning has a long and strong tradition in Norway, which has to do with the country's 
geography. The width of the country is 1748 km and the country decreases in broadness from 432 km 
in the southern part of the country to 6,3 km by the northern border to Russia. Infrastructure is 
challenged by mountains, lakes, fjords and, for some part of the year, snow, which complicates 
travelling, especially in the northern part of the country. Norway has a tradition for rewarding and 
supporting citizens in remote parts of the country in a numerous ways, as the country wishes to 
maintain life in the small communities of the rural areas and minimize urbanisation. Digitization itself 
ranks very high on the political agenda and this implicates prioritization of efficient internet access for 
all citizens, because access to the internet is seen as a central part of the infrastructure. By the year 
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2014, 88% of the families had affordable fibre-optic broadband in their houses and used this on a daily 
basis for shopping, interacting with authorities and for social purposes [9].  

The vocational schools of Norway play an important role in educating professionals as well as in 
continuing education of the country's work force. Continued education in Norway is very common and 
learning is regarded as a lifelong process by the shifting governments over the last decades. In spite 
of this pivotal role in the Norwegian welfare society, numerous reports claim that the country’s 
vocational schools have vast untapped resources [2]. Recent research shows that neither the content 
of the educations nor the teaching methods of the vocational schools fully respond to the demands of 
the labor market and society in all.  

The applied research of this paper focuses on the professional development of the teachers of the 
Vestfold Vocational School. The approach builds on John Dewey’s ideas of learning as a dynamic 
process, which builds on experience as trying, followed by reflection: “Experience as trying involves 
change, but change is meaningless transition unless consciously connected with the return wave of 
consequences which flow from it” [10, p. 163]. Dewey describes learning as a process where the 
learner puts forward a hypothesis, which s/he tests and then reflects on the outcome, which again 
leads to the development of a new hypothesis. Without reflection on the outcome, the given activity is 
random, unstructured, and according to Dewey [10, p. 163] it cannot be described as learning. Jerome 
S. Bruner [11] argues that perception and construction must be seen as a process of interaction with 
the surrounding world: …”most important at all, the network of friends, colleagues, or mentors or 
whom one leans on for help and advice [11, p. 3]. Deweys’ learning as experience and reflections, 
framed within Bruner’s process of interactions with the surrounding world, may be further qualified with 
Jean Lave and Etienne Wengers’ concept of Communities of Practice (Cop) which describes how 
learning and socialization are connected in a given social context [7] [8]. Dialogue and sharing of 
knowledge are central to CoP, which is generated by an ongoing negotiation of interests and builds on 
common assumptions [7] [8]. The theory of CoP is central for this paper as the concept addresses 
learning and development of groups of professionals in a social context.  

By e-learning we refer to any given technology, developed for educational purposes or other, that 
supports the students’ learning process in a way that minimizes and possible eliminates the role of the 
physical classroom. The majority of these e-learning activities fall under the category of the CSCL-
approach [12]; and some focus on the student's individual learning process.  

In Norway e-learning is common and is conducted as pure e-learning and in blended learning designs, 
where web-based teaching is combined with teaching in a physical classroom. Recent research shows 
however, that despite the extended use of ICT in education, the teaching methods are generally 
antiquated [1] [2], and web based learning is primarily used as one-way communication, not 
interaction and collaboration. In spite of the teaching methods, the number of students of web-based 
educations in Norway increases year by year, which shows that students are eager to learn and willing 
to cope with even a somewhat rigid e-learning design. However, when the learning design more often 
resembles the structure of a correspondence school, the technology is not utilized to its full potential. 
Because of this, the students do not acquire the necessary skills, e.g. the ability to communicate, to 
collaborate and the required it-skills [3] [4]. 

However, the teachers cannot see the potential of the technology, and this raises the research 
question: How can we create a social structure for engaging teachers in co-development of e-learning 
practices? 

1.1 Vestfold Vocational School 
The majority of the students of the vocational schools in Vestfold have completed apprenticeship. A 
few come directly from high school. The typical student is 25-30 year old, holds a fulltime job and has 
a family and owns a house and a car. The school enrols about 100 students a year and in average, 
the school has 200 students. The students come in for classes two to four times a week, and it is 
normal for them to travel up to four hours back and forth by car to get to school.   

Vestfold Vocational School is situated in the county of Vestfold in the southern part of Norway. It is 
Norway’s second smallest municipality and covers 2.224 km2. With its 246.862 inhabitants, Vestfold 
municipality has the highest population density in Norway. In general, Norway has a population 
density of 12,1 whereas EU the number is 114,7.  
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The vocational schools of Norway play an important role in educating, as well as in continuing 
education, the country's work force. Continued education is very common in Norway as learning is 
seen and a lifelong process by the shifting governments over the last decades. Despite this pivotal 
role in the Norwegian welfare society, numerous reports claim that the country’s vocational schools 
have vast untapped resources [2]. Recent research shows that neither the content of the educations 
nor the teaching methods of the vocational schools fully respond to the demands of the labor market 
and society [1]. Fossmark points to 21st Century Skills when identifying the demands of the society of 
the future. 21st century Skills is a framework for learning, developed with input from business 
community, education leaders, and policymakers in the US [3] [4]. The framework aims to enhance the 
focus on skills, which are seen as essential for the work force in the 21st Century. Among these the 
ability to communicate, to collaborate and it-literacy. 

1.1.1 Teachers  
The vocational schools in Norway often face challenges regarding recruiting qualified professionals as 
teachers. Once a professional do become a teacher s/he will often stick to the job, but over the years, 
his/her knowledge about the labour market will gradually become outdated.  

At the time of our study, Vestfold Vocational School used Moodle as LMS, but primarily as a channel 
for distributing curriculum, written learning materials and information about exams and for handing in 
assignments. Throughout year leading up to our study, the principal had urged the teachers to 
experiment with e-learning, primarily in the form of online classes given in Adobe Connect. During the 
same period, the ministry of education had changed some tests from classroom tests to online tests, 
which forced some teachers to take up online teaching in order to prepare the students for the tests. 

1.1.2 Management – and the task given 
The principal wants the teachers to change their teaching methods to become more adequate in 
relation to todays’ labour market. He also sees the opportunity in changing from the physical to the 
virtual classroom in order to attract more students from all over the country. Author 1(A1) of this paper 
is a teacher and trusted employee of Vestfold Vocational School to whom the principal expresses his 
vision for the school. A1 was, at the time of this research a master student of ICT and Learning [13], 
and clearly supported the principal. The two of them were aware that the majority of the teachers did 
not share their enthusiasm for the potential of technology, and discussed how this could be changed. 
A1 suggested involving Author 2(A2), his fellow student in the masters’ programme. A2 teaches 
innovation and communication at a university college in Denmark and is an experienced facilitator of 
workshops. The task given to A1 and A2 was general; Move forward the process of both modernizing 
the teachers teaching methods, and imposing more e-learning. At the beginning of the research, the 
approach to the task was very influenced by the principals’ frame of reference, which was accepted by 
the authors without appropriate reflection. However, the chosen research methods proved successful 
in bringing forth data that expressed the teacher’s point of view and experience, and a more balanced 
understanding became the basis for the modernization process.   

2 METHODOLOGY 
A preliminary study was conducted, based on interviews with the principle and A1’s knowledge about 
the work culture on the school. The principal expressed e.g. his frustrations towards the teachers’ 
reluctance towards his visions. A1 reported among other things that the teachers hardly ever 
discussed their teaching methods but took pride in sharing their former students’ success in the labour 
market and often followed their careers closely. They were highly engaged in the learning outcome of 
the students, yet at the same time reluctant towards modernizing their teaching methods and 
engaging with e-learning, even though this was supposed to benefit their students. This indicated a 
certain ambivalence, which seemed more complex than mere resistance to change. One could argue 
that further investigation would have been appropriate on this stage, e. g. interviews with the most 
sceptical teachers in order to clarify the picture. However, on basis of this quite weak preliminary 
study, an intervention was designed. The intervention was designed as a social structure with the 
purpose to:  

− support the teachers’ motivation regarding their professional work 
− investigate the teachers’ ambivalence regarding the complex process of change 
− support the development of a CoP [7] [8] among the teachers  
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The intervention is based on action research (AR) described by Greenwood and Levin as a “set of 
collaborative ways of conducting social research that simultaneously satisfies scientific requirements 
and promotes social change.” [14, p. 5] AR generates knowledge about a given phenomenon or 
problem and, at the same time, involves local stakeholders in the learning process and/or problem 
solving. AR is therefore both “a research strategy and a reform practice” [14, p. 5]. Greenwood and 
Levin ascribes AR to Kurt Lewin and they acknowledge that Lewin; “...set the stage for knowledge 
production based on solving real-life problems.” [14, p. 18]. Lewin´s approach has inspired Greenwood 
and Levin, who argue, “Action research can help us build a better, freer, fairer society through 
collaborative problem analysis and problem solving in context. “[14, p. 5]. AR is a set of ways rather 
than an altogether approach, and consists of diverse and sometimes divergent practices. According to 
Greenwood and Levin, action research is, despite its many practices, always composed in a balance 
of three elements, namely action, research and participation. If one of the three elements are missing, 
the process is not action research.  

The CWM-approach enables a group of people to research a phenomenon in their common daily life, 
which the members find problematic. This happens on basis of texts on the topic of research, 
produced by the participants themselves. In this project, the participants themselves did not initiate the 
intervention at The Vestfold Vocational School; hence, there was a need of a facilitator. To mark this 
difference we use the term “workshop”, instead of the original term “group session”. 

The intervention at The Vestfold Vocational School of consisted of two parts: 

1 Before the workshop: The participants individually wrote texts about their negative experiences 
concerning e-learning 

2 At the workshop: 

a) Group-based analysis of the participants’ texts, supported by worksheets to be filled out 
during the process 

b) Summon up by facilitator and participants in collaboration. 

Part 1 and 2a were carried out exactly as described by CMW [6] and as specified above. However 2b 
was added by the authors to ensure the participants voice. The role of the facilitator was carefully 
planned, and will be described on a following paragraph. 

The intervention is designed to cause action in the sense that the collected data will establish common 
ground for the ongoing process of change at the school. The research part consists of the collection of 
data and following analysis, which initially resulted in this paper. The collected data falls in three 
categories: 1) The texts, written by the participants before the workshop, 2) the worksheets, filled out 
by the participants during the workshop, and 3) post documented field observations. Participation is 
central as the participants play a pivotal role in this design when they produce as well as analyse data 
themselves. Thus, the intervention meets Greenwood and Levin’s standards for AR [14]. 

The research method CMW builds on an anthropological approach to research. The 
informants/subjects’ conceptions of a given phenomenon is investigated based on their memories or 
experiences in relation to the phenomenon. The method dates back to the 1930’ies [5] when the 
sociologist Maurice Halbwachs and the historian Aby Warburg independently started researching in 
memories as not only a personal but also a collective issue. In the 1960ies feminist movements, and 
feminist researchers, among these Frigga Haug and colleagues [6], took up some of the same ideas in 
their search for a way to bridge the gap between theory and everyday life, The feminists used CMW in 
self organized groups who worked with topics of their own choice. Haug states, “Indeed memory work 
is only possible if the subject and the object are one and the same.” [6]. CMW thus is an example of 
one the many ways feminism searches to create power-free ways for people to interact. The method 
in the original version does not make use of a formal facilitator the way we do it. This means that we 
altered the original version of CWM in order to use it in this specific context, which will be described 
more thoroughly. 

Assman and Czaplicka explain how the investigation of “collective memory” takes place on the basis 
of what Halbwach calls “communicative memory” or “everyday memory” which implicates our 
interaction as individuals on an everyday basis. This is described as a communicative exchange of 
signals which appear disorganized, and at the same time are subject to what they call “laws of the 
market”, or a “household” [5, p. 127]. This “household” serves to organize and regulate interactions 
and maintain social networks: “Through this manner of communication, each individual composes a 
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memory which, as Halbwachs has shown, is (a) socially mediated and (b) relates to a group.” [5, p. 
127] 

This focus on the mechanisms that define and constitute a group can be connected to Jean Lave and 
Etienne Wenger’s research in Communities of Practice (CoP) [7] [8]. The CWM-approach differs, 
however, from CoP in the sense that it focuses on the relation between the private and the collective 
sphere, whereas Lave and Wenger solely focus on the dynamics of the group. Assman and Czaplicka 
state that in a collective memory frame of reference a group possess a sort of common 
consciousness, which is continuously developed and reproduced by its’ members:  “a group bases its 
consciousness of unity and specificity upon this knowledge and derives formative and normative 
impulses from it, which allows the group to reproduce its identity.” [5, p. 128] 

CWM can lead to an understanding of the common consciousness that the group possesses or is 
generated by. Furthermore the method permits or even embraces focusing on the self-contradictions 
and ambiguity of a given issue. When furthermore considering Lave and Wenger’s CoP, CMW can 
serve as a tool of analysis in relation to a given CoP which open up for an investigation of the  

From a Wenger perspective, collective memory work may be used as a tool for analyses in a given 
community. The method may be used to investigate the basic common assumptions that a community 
construct, as well as the nature of the daily-negotiated pratices [7] [8].  

The common “communicative memory” or “everyday memory” [5] is not object to analysis in its direct 
form. A sort of dissociation or detachment must take place, which allows the participants to see 
beyond everyday life and isolate the statements from the individual in order to transform them to 
objects of analysis of the group. This detachment is created by a set of procedures that characterize 
the CMW-method and which are developed by Frigga Haug and colleagues. In the case of The 
Vestfold Vocational School, these procedures were followed carefully. Before the workshop each 
participant was requested to write a text of 1 – 1,5 pages based on a personal, negative experiences 
with ICT in their professional work. They were asked to write in third person and to anonymize their 
texts, because it “distances the actor in the event from the person who remembers the experience” [6. 
p. 45]. 

2.1 The role of the informed facilitator 
Before the workshop we planned our roles as facilitator, inspired by Lotte Darsø’s research [15] [16] 
on facilitating group processes. We use the term “informed facilitator” because the facilitator, author 
A2, who was unknown to the participants, was skilled in three ways:  

• Extensive experience with organizing and facilitating workshops focused on co-creation and 
problem solving, and with a high degree of involvement of participants  

• Holds a master degree in ICT and learning and focused on theoretical knowledge and practical 
skills in dealing with the challenges of implementing ICT in a learning context  

• Knowledge of and experience with how to deal with tensions in an organization. 

The workshop started out with a short introduction from the facilitator who informed, that today, the 
participants were the researchers, not she. She stressed that there could be no wrong or right 
answers. The facilitator then presented the worksheet, developed by Haug and colleagues [6] to help 
the group structure their dialogue. During the workshop, the facilitator reminded the participants of the 
procedures. As part of the data collection, the facilitator did summary of the work by taking notes on a 
whiteboard at the end of the workshop. This was done in collaboration with participants to establish 
common ground. The results of the workshop thus can be described as a co-creation between the 
teachers and the facilitator.  

This activity made the teachers spontaneously voice common problems and at the same time 
surprisingly suggest solutions. These were noted on the whiteboard and contributed to the common 
ground. 

2.2 The procedure of the CMW-workshop 
Ten teachers participated in the workshop at The Vestfold Vocational School, and were divided into 
three groups. All the individually produced texts were photocopied and distributed and each group was 
appointed two or three texts to analyse. They were informed that the worksheet was to be filled out on 
basis of a dialogue and, if the group had conflicting interpretations, this would be interesting data as 
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well. For the first 15 minutes, the facilitator would circle between the groups and remind them of the 
basic procedures. 

The interpretation of the texts, written by the participants, takes place in the form of a dialogue, where 
the participants take notes on a common worksheet as they move along. The worksheet, developed 
by Haug and colleagues [6] helps the participants to discipline their discussion and divides their 
analysis of every single text in two major steps.  

In the first step, the participants read another participants text and, by the help of the worksheet 
identify the author’s interests, feelings, and choice of words. “Blind spots” which indicate topics or facts 
that seem obvious to the reader, but invisible to the author of the text, are of interest as well as “holes” 
which indicate missing information. Finally the participants are asked to look for connections or 
contradictions to other texts, produced in the same context.  

The second step focus on the content of the text and the group's’ interpretation of it. Emphasis is on 
the readers construction of the authors and the other persons in the stories. At the end of this step, the 
group reformulate a problem in the form of a hypothesis, which articulates and confronts the problem, 
experienced by the author. The group might include other texts, produced in the same context and 
eventually relate the complete picture to relevant theory.  

3 RESULTS: FINDINGS AND REFLECTIONS 
Some of the participants found the task awkward and had a hard time finding a way to participate in 
the dialogue. The worksheet, though, helped the participants to keep their discussion structured. They 
managed to focus on establishing common ground instead of being caught up in details. Gradually, 
the atmosphere in the room began to loosen up. The participating teachers expressed that they felt 
that all of the written texts had relevance to them, and they succeeded in identifying common patterns 
of experience, as intended [6]. It was on basis of this, and surprisingly, the teachers began to solve 
their experienced and identified common problems. 

3.1 Teachers were willing to change their teaching methods when supported 
in doing so 

During the workshop, the teachers reflected on their experiences with teaching, which, according to 
Dewey [10] is necessary in order to learn. When they experiment with e-learning without reflecting on 
the outcome, their ability to learn from their mistakes will, according to Dewey [10], be limited, and 
they may keep on repeating their mistakes with growing frustration. By the end of the workhshop 
session, all of the participants expressed that they found it very rewarding to discuss didactics and 
teaching methods in this setting. They clearly stated that they would welcome more workshops of this 
kind, this indicating that their relations as professionals strengthened during the workshop. According 
to Bruner [11] a person’s understanding of a topic is inseparable from the one of the people in his or 
her network. When the teachers do not share knowledge, one may thus see this as an example of the 
“untapped resources” that lie within the vocational schools of Norway [1] [2]. Meanwhile, the results of 
the workshop showed, that in the right context, the teachers were willing to share knowledge, reflect 
and learn. The teachers themselves suggested more workshops because they, in this social structure, 
felt engaged and resourceful. According to Lave and Wenger [7] [8] improved sharing of knowledge 
will benefit the individuals as well as the group and support their development as professionals. Thus, 
one could argue that the teachers by means of this intervention took steps in establishing a CoP [7] 
[8]. 

3.2 Teachers were willing to conduct e-learning if they received technical 
support 

The analysis of text written by the participants, the worksheets and the field notes show, that the lack 
of technical support created massive frustration amongst the teachers. The teachers had experienced 
failure to carry through a web-based lesson due to technical problems, or due to “lose” students who 
could not manage the technology. In these cases, they would feel guilt and feel sorry for the students. 
They felt responsible even when the problem was beyond their control, which led to feelings of 
incompetence. As professionals they are used to cope with anything that may possible occur in the 
physical classroom, on their own. Without reflection, they automatically assumed that their role in the 
virtual classroom would be the same. However, during the workshop, they came to realize that they 
shared the same problems in relation to the technology. In turn, this made them realize that they 
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themselves were not the problem. The problem was lack of technical support. In continuation of this, 
they expressed willingness to teach online and even learn to use new tools, if they received the 
necessary support. 

3.3 The teachers’ suggestions for problem solving 
The summary of the workshop, which took part as a collaborative process between the facilitator and 
the participants, made it possible to distinguish between didactic problems and technological 
problems. This made the teachers regard their experienced problems with e-learning as less 
complicated. As a result, the teachers spontaneously suggested solutions to the common problems 
around e-learning, being very concrete and practical. First of all the teachers suggested collaborating 
very closely with the technical staff. They especially mentioned the general introduction to the courses 
in which they would prefer the technical staff to play a central role. In correlation to this, they 
requested detailed manuals for the students regarding handling the technology. Finally, they 
suggested that the technical staff took part in the first one or in two online sessions in a given course 
in order to help solve technical problems. This would allow the teacher to focus on teaching. In 
addition to this, they expressed willingness to improve their technical skills in general with help from 
the technical staff.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
In the beginning of this research project, the principal’s frame of reference influenced the authors of 
this paper. However, the research process changed the authors’ perception of the case radically. 
Nevertheless, a more thoroughly preliminary study would have been beneficial. This would probably 
have reviled e.g. the problem of the lacking technical support. A knowledge which would have been 
relevant and useful to the facilitator. In spite of this, the intervention generated interesting results 
regarding research as well as the teachers’ reflection, professional development and concrete 
suggestions for solutions. Therefore, it can be argued that this explorative, group-based method in this 
case utilizes the potential of AR [14]. 

In addition the CMW-method, with an informed facilitator in this case, proved essential for researching 
a group of people, their perceptions and understandings of a given phenomenon, which they find 
problematic and must tackle on a daily basis. CMW allows the researcher to understand the nature of 
the shared experiences of the given group, as well as their thoughts and feelings in relation to the 
phenomenon. Along with this, the research method evokes the participants’ reflection, dialogue and 
sharing of knowledge on the subject. In the case of the workshop at The Vestfold Vocational School, 
the members spontaneously started developing strategies to resolve their shared problems. This 
indicates that the participants took the first steps in developing a CoP [7] [8]. Thus, it can be argued 
that the CWM-method, with an informed facilitator, form a social structure for engaging teachers in co-
development of e-learning practices. 
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