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ABSTRACT
According to a semiotic, dynamic and cultural standpoint, we recognize as the distinctive field of reference of a reflexive learning approach the meanings which are embedded in the discursive and behavioural practices enacted by the trainees in the course of their training activities. 
Consistent with the idiographic perspective, which stresses the uniqueness and, at the same time, the dynamicity of the processes deployed in a specific learning setting, we address the utility of a training method which makes use both of open texts tools (Eco, 1979), conversational processes and case-reporting methodology, as a way of making the representations (hence the meanings) give sense to the ongoing experience, in order to make them change over time.

INTRODUCTION
The increasing attention that the reflexive approach has gained within the literature of professional practice and in the educational field (inter alia: Ballon & Skinner, 2008; Brown, 2006; Cotter, & Cullen, 2012; Fook, 1999; D’Cruz, Gillingham, & Melendez, 2007; Parker, 1992; Rolf, 1997; Schön, 1987; Sheikh, Milne, & Macgregor, 2007; Simpson, Large & O’Brien, 2004) can be understood in the light of the broadening of an idiographic perspective which stresses the uniqueness and at the same time the dynamicity of the knowledge processes deployed in a specific learning environment. Accordingly, knowledge has to be understood as an intersubjective,  situated process – rather than a homogeneous, ready-made and unquestionable universe of meanings (Chevillard, 2007). Such an assumption challenges the underlying conceptual premises of the traditional approaches. 

Here are three main points that make the reflexive approach different from the traditional ones:

· From the “knowledge of…” to the “knowing process”. In traditional approaches, training takes the form of  knowledge transmission. This knowledge may be described as given knowledge. Knowledge is given inasmuch as it is “a truth out there”, that has been discovered and therefore can be transmitted to others (Cf. Berlak & Berlak, 1981; Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993). This kind of knowledge has also been described as “specialized, firmly bounded, scientific, and standardized” (Schön, 1983, p. 23). In contrast, the reflexive approach emphasizes the knowing process. In this case, knowledge is an implicit (inter)subjectively, socially situated cultural product. As such, it cannot be defined apart from its relationship to the knowers, and independently from the relational, cultural and social context which motivates the knowing process. 
· From “knowing better” to “knowing what we do/act”. In traditional approaches, “the learning process begins and ends with theory or public knowledge” (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993, p. 13). The underlying assumption of this conception is that knowledge is the means through which competences are improved. As such, acquisition of shared knowledge – thoroughly understood and carefully applied – will lead to new and good/right professional practice. Within this premise, the central issue is “What do teachers/experts know that the trainees should know?”. Let us think of the traditional model of supervision adopted within the psychotherapeutic professional training context: the supervisor, as the technical expert “who knows more of, and better than” the supervisee, is called on to prescribe the correct cognitive or behavioral intervention to be implemented (Ganzer & Ornestein, 2004), mainly in a didactic manner. This information is regarded as a stimulus for behavioral change: individuals receiving knowledge will use it to improve performances (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993). Such a premise – usually implicit – in  turn fosters the expectations that there might be a controllable and direct linkage (direct, in the sense that it is not mediated by  environmental variability) between the contents transmitted by the supervisor/teacher (values, professional role models, procedures, techniques adopted...) and the contents learned by the users. Within the reflexive approach, this linkage is not taken for granted: the attitudes, objects, rules and procedures sustaining teaching-learning processes do not prescribe  how they must be used. Rather, their use is mediated by the ways the users interpret and enact their professional identity: what is its function, how this function has to be implemented, what is its goal (Cole, 1996). From this standpoint, the behavior actually enacted by the trainees, in the educational setting as well as in the professional one, are not  regarded as the sign of what the trainee is lacking, but first of all, as the sign of “formerly unrecognized assumptions lying in the theory-in-use, unrecognized habitual behaviors, and unrecognized negative outcomes of these behaviors” (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993, p. 12). This means that if we wish to develop new, better practices, we have to examine the ways the trainees act in the course of the training and to support them trying to rethink it The central questions become: “What did we do, and why did we do what we have done this way?”; “What kind of professional model  affects our own behavior?”. 
· From “replication of knowledge” to “knowledge handling”. This point is strictly connected to the two points mentioned above. In the traditional approaches, products of training are learning skills, attitudes and dispositions that “can exist by themselves, outside of particular people or circumstances” (Matusov, 2011, p. 22). The name technicality has been given to the professional model grounded on the assumption that technical competence can work without being subjected to environmental contingency – which means without taking into account issues like the user demand, the participants’ autonomous divergent subjectivity, the users' model for using the professional output (Salvatore, 2006; Salvatore & Valsiner, 2006; Venuleo et al. 2008). The implicit assumption is that a “good practice” can be realized if prescribed procedures are followed (D’Cruz, Gillingham & Melendez, 2007). In the reflexive approach, the product of training is characterized as  methodological learning rather than content learning: the reflexive competence to be acquired concerns the ways of thinking and of making use of knowledge and procedures within particular relationships and circumstances. The implicit assumption is that the value of procedures and the effects of a professional action depend on the relation between the action itself and the specific environment in which the action unfolds (inter alia Carli & Paniccia, 2003; Circolo del Cedro, 1992; Hosking, Dachler & Gergen, 1995; Kaneklin & Scaratti, 1998; Montesarchio & Venuleo, 2009; Salvatore & Scotto Di Carlo, 2005; Venza, 2008)
. From this point of view, the first parameter of professional competence is the methodological skill to understand the context in which the technique unfolds.
According to the three points presented above, notwithstanding their differences, the reflexive approaches share similar assumptions about the construction of knowledge, and of the different impact that knowledge plays in different educational and professional settings. In particular, we acknowledge in this way the uniqueness of  psychological processes, thus the value of reflexive approaches within an idiographic perspective on learning. Indeed, it is such an acknowledgment that sustains the analysis of what are the specific ways  certain trainers, settled in certain systems of activity (the educational setting and/or the professional one) behave towards their experience. 
Yet reflexive approaches themselves are not self-consistent and have to be framed within more general theoretical frameworks, which might specify  the nature of the object on which the reflexive approach has to work  (what organizes the practices enacted by the trainers), and, thus,  the ways the trainer might operate in order to develop it.

The present chapter adopts a semiotic and cultural standpoint to deal with these issues, focusing on the acknowledgment of the main role of  meaning in mediating the ways  trainees take part in the teaching/learning process and the use they make of the training contents in their professional practice.

First, we will highlight the main topics of such a perspective. Later, we will suggest  methodological proposals for making the semiotic reflexive approach more relevant as a learning practice, and  for its development in professional training in general, and in psychological training in particular.
THEORETHICAL FRAMEWORK
According to a semiotic, dynamic and cultural standpoint on education and learning (Cole 1996; Pontecorvo 1990; Salvatore, Ligorio, & De Franchis, 2005), we propose to identify as the distinctive field of reference of a reflexive approach the taken-for-granted meanings which are embedded in the discursive and behavioural practices enacted by the trainees in the course of their training experience. 

Hereafter we recall three basic topics of a semiotic reflexive approach to professional training:

· The ways people construct their professional identity do not merely depend on the chunks of knowledge and skills they have learned in the course of their training experience. On the contrary, they are deeply influenced by the cultural models which define the ways one expects the professional relationship with customers, organizations, clients… should develop. By cultural models we mean a complex system of representations (that is meanings) which organize and at the same time foster the perspective through which a person looks at their context. We claim that these models are cultural as far as they do not only depend on the individual, intra-psychic perspective but are the product of a socially shared system of meanings. These meanings are thus the byproduct of the way people, training setting and culture recursively interact with each other in specific situated scenarios (Candela 2005; Linell 2009; Salvatore 2012; Valsiner 2012; Venuleo, Salvatore, Mossi et al., 2008).

· Being taken for granted, the cultural models are not usually a matter of declared knowledge and negotiation; nonetheless they either affect people’s ways of thinking and acting within a professional setting as well as within the training setting aimed at fostering one’s professional identity (Venuleo & Guidi, 2011; Venuleo, Mossi, & Salvatore, in press). In this sense, the  trainees’ discursive and behavioral practices convey a contingent semiotic construction of the role the trainer has to take on (i.e. trainees expect the psychology trainer  to explain  the signs to recognize a specific psychopathology or to interpret a specific emotional situation…), and connected lay-theories on the features the professional action, its rules, its roles, and procedures must have (i.e. “a good psychologist should know the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders or should be able to retain the uniqueness of the patents’ experience...). These implicit lay-theories also inform the ways a specific training group will make use of the contents of the training (knowledge, skills,...), and at the same time will produce certain ways of taking part in the educational activities within the setting (mood, participation, commitment to the activities…).
· Cultural models, as far as they usually take the form of implicit systems of meanings, work as a constraint on the production of the new, that is on the opportunity to generate learning and to enact new practice. For instance, if the expectation of the trainee is that of learning  the meaning of a certain symptom, it is probable that a lesson in which the trainer suggests the students  reflect on the emotions they feel in relationship with the user’s narration will appear to the students to be a waste of time. 

Given these three assumptions, we claim that not taking into account the trainees’ cultural models to give sense to their training experience, may produce the paradoxical effect of forcing the training itself to be a reproductive process which does not work in terms of a real development, but,  at best , as the assimilation of some chunk of knowledge which will be assimilated to/within the trainees’ pre-existing system of meaning. 
From this standpoint, we are encouraged to emphasise what trainees recognize as meaningful within a certain interpretation of the up-to-date trainee role, as well as of their future professional identity. Furthermore, we encourage the redefinition of the aim of the training as an opportunity to overcome the constraints that the cultural models as implicit assumptions place on the possibility of generating new meanings and new semiotic opportunities of development (Salvatore & Valsiner, 2006).

According to a semiotic perspective, assuming the intrinsically intersubjective and situated nature of the sensemaking, we put forward the proposal of thinking of reflexivity as the competence helping people to:

1. recognize the taken-for-granted (cultural) meanings embedded in the way people take partin a specific system of activities, and
2.  analyze the ways these meanings affect the relationship among the participants of that system.  
Reflexivity, in the sense we are defining it, is neither a key competence for all professionals, nor a universal goal, good for any situation. Instead, we argue that it may be mainly useful for professions dealing with critical events (such as conflicts, misunderstandings, goal failure…) in which attention can be drawn to the weakening of the meanings through which people (the experts, and their users, too) interpret their exchange in managing their mutual and reciprocal otherness
. 
Within this premise, we will suggest that teaching students to be reflexive is a function recursively connected to the construction of an intersubjective semiotic frame grounded on “otherness”.
FROM  “PREDICTED COOPERATION” TO THE “ASSUMPTION OF  UNKNOWN OTHERNESS” IN TRAINING
In many cases, professionals deal with their users’ requests without any need to reflect on the semiotic conditions shaping the context in which the professional exchange unfolds. For instance, a croupier does not care if the persons enter a casino to look for friendships, to gamble in order to  break out of the daily routine or to try to win money to solve their economic problems. Similarly the employee of a post office would not wonder why a customer wants to post a parcel: he will simply satisfy the customers efficaciously by responding to their requests. 
However, the capacity of negotiating the semiotic context which feeds the user’s request appears to be a basic competence in some professions and working environments – for instance in the clinical field, and in the mental Health services – but also, more generally, in relation with the ability to work under uncertain and/or unpredictable situations (Parton & O’Byrne, 2000; Venuleo & Guacci, 2014). Arguably, today, these conditions can be recognized in a lot of professional practices (for instance, the educational field, management, marketing, political settings, and so on). As a matter of fact, in hyper-differentiated societies, the general systems of meanings underlying social practices are becoming weaker and weaker (Gergen, 1991). As a result of this very general process of anthropological change, contemporary professional systems deal with heterogeneous users that express different demands, expectations, characteristics and ways of interpreting their relationship with the expert or with the professional and social system they belong to. From the professionals’ perspective, this means that, more and more often, sharing a system of meanings regulating the reciprocal positioning of the expert and the user has to be regarded as the output, rather than the premise or the departure point of the professional action. 
According to our point of view, the acknowledgment of  otherness is the condition which allows this shared knowledge frame to develop and, at the same time, it is the main output of reflexive work on the one’s own schemata and those of the  users.

In the following, we provide a description  of a training situation which will help us to exemplify our discourse. 

During a university Psychology Degree Course held in Methods and Techniques of Psychological Interview, the teacher (one of the authors of this paper) proposes  a psycho-dramatic role play: the students are invited to imagine they are dealers or buyers in a special shop, in which what can be sold or bought is not food or commercial articles, but professional competences. Six students, chosen to play the dealer role, are asked to think about the kind of products (knowledge, methods, tools, attitudes and the like) that have to be displayed/sold in the shop; meanwhile, six other students, chosen to play the buyer role, are asked to think about the most useful products to buy in order to build useful “psychological interview competences”. Afterwards, taking  turns, all of the six buyers will  enter the shop,  talk and if possible make a bargain with the dealers. All the rest of the students in the class would take note of what goes on. 

The teacher does not give any other instruction because she is not interested in suggesting either specific criteria to let the students play the assigned roles, or criteria to observe the situation. Instead, she is  interested in detecting the specific representational models the students will find more important in the course of their actions. As such, the role-play is used as an occasion for exploring the students’ representations about the competences they consider more relevant and thus implicitly substantiating their professional identity. 

At the end of the role-play, the teacher starts off a conversation with all of the students in which she asks about what has been observed during the role-play and about the sense  the students have attributed to the situation.

Many comments, both produced by the students directly involved in the role-play and by the students observing the situation,  underline two main elements: 
1) the evaluation of the dealers’ ability to welcome buyers in terms of politeness, helpfulness, attention…;
2) the dealers’ ability to offer the buyers exactly what they requested. 

Thus, in terms of this role-playing, what do the students expect from the course? What sense do they assign, in terms of their expectations, to the role-play?

When asked to reflect on the use of such  role-playing in their course, students mainly answer they did not think about it at all. However, what emerged was the dominant idea that students thought they only had to respond to the teacher’s request: they had to follow any instructions given and later they would be rewarded by the “discovery” of the “hidden” goal of the activity proposed.

So far, the emerging representation of the user (be it the buyer in the strange shop or the student in that academic course…) is that of a needy person, asking to have his need (his gap) filled, thus a person who will not question any issues. 
Within this cultural form, role-playing only works if it leads to the expected result (for instance, giving the buyers what they need), without asking about what is going on, and unconditionally doing what the other asks them to do, as much as possible, based on the other’s judgment of what this “expected result” means.

In the here and now of the training, such a premise is also enacted in the ways  the observers  interpreted their role: they looked at the game with the same eyes as the players and  made use of the same interpretative criteria.

As we can see, a sort of amicability emerges as the main criterion of actions and evaluations: amicability can thus, in this case, be interpreted as the way of giving sense and setting oneself in relationship with  others, taking it for granted that the actors will  cooperate in pursuing the shared goal.

Yet, no reflexive thought is possible within the social exchange grounded on an assimilation relationship (i.e. the idea that the other “is like me”), thus taking it for granted that the other person will cooperate in pursuing our  goals. This is because this (only supposed) assumption of the others’ cooperation prevents the actor from seeing, understanding and, possibly, bringing into question the meanings by which the other interprets the shared relationship with me: How might we interpret our relationship? What kind of aims motivate our ways of taking part in this shared system of activities? What do we expect  from each other? What are the differences between my meanings and yours and what are the implications of our difference? 
According to our proposal, reflexive thought is strictly connected to the acknowledgment of the differences between one’s own psychic reality and that of others, and furthermore it requires an intersubjective symbolic frame that recognizes the plurality of the possible different universes of meaning. Otherness is the mode for expressing this plurality and, at the same time, also the outcome of such a model of symbolising. In other words, we propose to use “otherness” to refer to the symbolic relational space in which one does not take for granted the psychic reality of the other person, seen as an unknown stranger (Paniccia, 2003), for one cannot say what the stranger thinks and feels, and which meanings he ascribes to the common object of the shared relationship. 

Only within a social exchange which regulates and characterizes the recognisability of the other’s psychic autonomy can actors recognize their points of view on the world as one among  others. Insofar as it is not the only one and it is not the truth, it cannot also be seen as a normative criterion. 

In this sense, we claim that training students to  reflect on what happens to them in the course of their experience is a function directly and recursively connected to the “otherness issue” and, therefore, that a reflexive approach to training has to be psychologically oriented. In our view, this means that the meanings by which students position themselves towards their reciprocal otherness (whatever may be the didactic contents of a lesson, the teacher figure, another student, or any other element of the training environment) have to be considered as the real topic of a reflexive function. 

In a previous paper (Venuleo & Guidi, 2010), we used “Reflexive Training Setting” (RTS) to refer to an educational model aimed at making explicit the semiotic context through which the students interpret their educational relationship. This kind of setting entails two main points, for  trainers: on the  one hand, they have to enhance the methodological competence to make explicit the users’ premises (cognitive, affective and/or symbolic) constraints; at the same time, they are required to develop these premises through the methodological choice of not treating them as taken-for-granted, yet making them the actual subject of sensemaking.

Indeed, whereas in the traditional approach, the educational relationship is primarily characterized as an environment containing the teaching-learning process based on the transmission of knowledge about some form of reality (a reality existing in the “out there” and, as such, to be basically learned as a replication form; Grasso, 2009), in the RTS approach, the teaching-learning process takes the form of the reflexive analysis of what is happening in the educational relationship itself, namely  a tool designed to understand the ways each actor interprets his own role within the systems of relationship he takes part in. From this perspective, the reciprocal attunement among the participants involved in the training setting is not taken for granted or considered a natural given premise of their exchange (Wittgenstein, 1953), but interpreted as the product of this dialogic exchange on  meanings (Lauro-Grotto, Salvatore, Gennaro, & Gelo, 2009) .
On a symbolic level, RTS helps to get rid of the mandatory push of amicability and encourages to regard each actor of the training process (trainer, trainees…) as an “unknown” partner. In other words, what RTS proposes is to suspend the certainty and predictability of a common meaning frame defining the what, how and why of the social exchange. Within this premise, each discursive and behavioral act produced within the training setting is a precious chance to understand the ways the actors reciprocally configure their relationship as regards the modes of giving sense to and  interpreting this shared experience. 

It can be seen that in the field of clinical-psychology training programs, the opportunity to try out this reflexive and dialogical process, allows the students to  experience  a structural condition of the clinical setting (Salvatore & Gennaro, 2011; Venuleo, Manzo, & Salvatore, 2009; Venuleo, 2012; Venuleo & Guidi, 2010). The product of the educational relationship, like that of clinical practice, is not “ready-made”, but is collaboratively constructed through sensemaking processes which have to be collaboratively analyzed.
It has to be highlighted that the negotiating process characterizing RTS might be appreciated within educational systems different from the academic context (i.e. in primary and secondary schools). And this is particularly useful in situations in which historical, social and cultural circumstances make the student populations heterogeneous and differentiated in their demands, expectations, characteristics and ways of participating in school life. In particular, this process might be useful in  cases in which the meanings by which the students interpret their role are somewhat incompatible and contrasting with the role demands made on the subject by the school in order to establish and foster an adequate teaching-learning process (i.e. trusting the relationship with the adult, accepting school temporal perspective, appreciating knowledge values, accepting social reciprocity as a constraint on people’s own pursuit of satisfaction …) (Paniccia, 2003). 

In such circumstances, the reflexive setting operates as a methodological function leading to the discovery, harmonization and attunement of/on the meanings the actors use to interpret their social exchanges. This function is profoundly different from the one carried out by the traditional learning setting, mostly addressed to knowledge transmission (Cf. Venuleo et al., 2008)
.

Let us think about a typical training situation: an oral test. Imagine that the student’s answer to the question asked by the teacher is a silence: an act that might be defined “borderline” as it is neither fully compatible (testing presupposes that the examinee will say something), nor fully incompatible (though marginal, staying silent is one of the possible options the examinee might adopt) with the teacher’s request. This borderline positioning makes the act of silence polysemic. As such it can be regarded in a huge number of different meanings (that is communicational values): “I do not know the answer”; “I do not want to answer”; “I do not understand your question”; “I have to think about the question in order to answer, thus I need more time”; “I am waiting for a prompt”, “I'd like a prompt”, etc. 
The teacher may reduce the student’s silence polisemy, binding it to an interpretative trajectory. For instance, pressing the student for an answer, the teacher can performatively load a specific meaning upon the pupil's silence: “silence is a contingent impediment to answering” – i.e., something like: “he is able to answer, yet needs some help”. In this way, a basic assumption of the teaching activity is acted out and meanwhile reproduced: the structural adherence of the students to their role, thus their cooperation with the role model expected by the teacher. 
From this perspective, each deviation from the expected role – such as the silence when faced with the oral test – has to be conceived as a form of inability, rather than as a way of breaking out of the system of activities and its rules.

Otherwise, interpreting the silence (or, more in general, each sign given by the student) according to one’s own frame of assumptions is one of the possible acts that the teacher might choose. 
For instance, an alternative might be to  take the silence itself as the content of the discourse: an object of the reality shared between the teacher, the student and the class, waiting to be signified. This would mean using the sign produced by the student (in this case, the silence), as a pretext for developing the level of shared negotiation on the sense of what is happening.
As a matter of fact, we claim the reflexive setting entails a specific methodology aimed at understanding and bringing into question the assumptions of the experience embedded within the self/other discursive exchange. 
FROM EXPERIENCE TO REFLEXIVE CONVERSATION, THROUGH REFLEXIVE WRITING
According to experiential learning theorists, like Dewey, Lewin, and Piaget, “learning is most effective, most likely to lead to behavioral change, when it begins with experience” (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993, p.2), especially when professional experience shapes as a problematic or an indeterminate situation, that cannot be resolved using standard operating procedures. As Schön (1983) has argued, whether scientific theory is necessary, or at least useful, to inform practice, it is certainly not sufficient in those situations characterized by uniqueness and unexpectedness. It has been noted that “these exceptions are more likely to be the rule in clinical settings” (Stedmon, Mitchell, Johnstone, & Staite, 2003, p.30): the story the clients tell about themselves is not only a “unique” story; it is also a “text”, which rejects a conclusive and “ready-made” interpretation and which is brought to its development both by the author and by the listener. 
If, on the one hand, our reflexive approach shares the focus on  experience, on the other hand, we do not take for granted the linkage between experience and reflexivity, for two reasons:
· First, this relationship is (at least partially) affected by the kind of experience proposed by the trainer. Contents of the tasks requested, ways of presenting them, forms of relationship offered to the trainees, training space-time organisation, and the like, are not to be intended as an inert frame of the ways the training experience will be enacted by the students; on the contrary, we assume that these elements help to organize and orient the ways students take part , as they work both as a resource and a constraint on the possibility of sustaining the students’ reflexive competence. 
· Second, a reflexive approach requires a specific space-temporal dimension aimed to make explicit and to turn into an object of dialogue the meanings embedded in the way of relating to the experience. 

From this perspective, the training setting is “reflexive” as a result of a specific way of (soliciting the trainees in) interpreting and making use of the elements which characterize it. More particularly, given the strict linkage we assume between reflexivity and otherness, we see the reflexive setting as the model of psychological training that takes as its basis the variability of  meanings through which the trainees interpret their training experience. The choice of specific kinds of stimuli and training contents is designed to treat these meanings as the object of the reflexive action. 
Below we address the utility of a kind of training that makes use of open texts (Eco, 1979) in order to solicit and activate the trainees’ experiences in the course of the training process and to adopt conversational processes and the case-reporting methodology, as a way of grounding  the ongoing experience on explicit meanings, in order to sustain the competence of the trainees to recognize the meanings by which they position themselves compared  to others’ positions within the setting they are part of.
On the use of the open texts
We suggest using open text for any very partially structured training stimulus, where it is not defined what might be the expected position the participants should take towards it
. Open texts call “for further making, for the interpretative and constructive activity which characterizes transformation, as opposed to reproduction” (Wexler, 2000, p. 1325).
We are interested in pointing out three main functions that the use of the open texts help to achieve in the educational field.

First, insofar as it rejects a conclusive interpretation, an open text is more likely to work  – as it were – as a projective stimulus. From this perspective, the way the trainee relates to this object/activity depends on the meaning-making processes by which the trainees interpret their training environment (its goals, the competencies pursued, the aims of the exercise and the like) and their participation in it. As such, it is a precious chance to make the trainees’ semiotic-cultural codes explicit, guiding and constraining their way of feeling, interpreting and performing their professional identity. 
Second, insofar as it leads to making explicit and to recognizing the plurality of  meanings by which trainees relate to their task, the open text is a useful tool in order to challenge the idea that there is only one way to see, feel and think about the experience. Once the plurality of the symbolic codes embedded in the ways trainees relate to the open text is made explicit, the trainer can solicit the trainees to analyze the taken-for-granted assumptions on how and what the relationship should be and on the ways these assumptions affect what the actors expect from one another. In the end, these assumptions can be mobilized and developed through the methodological choice of not taking  such premises for granted, but of making them the subject of sensemaking. It is precisely the main function we ascribe to writing on and talking about the experience activated through the open text (which we will refer to later). 
A third aspect, closely  connected to the open nature of the text, is that the definition of the problem that it poses does not rest with only one member of the relationship, but is faced by all the partners in dialogue. From this perspective, the trainees can learn from the experience that the control over the direction and the outcomes of the educational relationship, like that of the professional practice, is not “ready-made”, or something “done to the trainee/user”, but is generated by the meanings enacted by the multiple voices coming into contact (Pavlovich, Collins & Jones, 2009) 
.
Below, two experiential and dramatic exercises – “Woman on the bridge” (Montesarchio & Marzella, 1999) and “TAT in Aquarium” (Carli, 2001) (where TAT stands for Thematic Apperception Test)
 – will be highlighted as examples of exercises designed to operate as open texts in the training setting.

“Woman on the bridge” 

This exercise refers to a fantasy story about a woman, the protagonist, who is faced with a very unusual and peculiar situation within which she first has to deal with different characters (her husband, her secret lover, a friend of hers, a boatman, and a madman), and then is murdered. Here is the text of the story.
A young married woman, neglected by her constantly busy husband, let herself be seduced by a man, and goes to spend the night with her lover, who lives across the river. The morning after, wanting to come back home before her husband returns from a business trip, she has to go  back across the river. However, a madman blocks the bridge. Thus, she quickly looks for a boatman, who asks  to be paid for the crossing. The woman has no money with her, so she tries to explain the boatman and to beg him, but he refuses to carry her before being paid. The woman decides to go back to her lover and asks him to give her a loan, but he refuses with no explanation. Then, the woman goes to a friend of hers – an unmarried man who has always been in love with her, but was never requited. She tells him of her situation and begs him for some money; the friend refuses, too, as he is very disappointed by her behavior. At this point, after another attempt with the boatman, the woman decides to cross the bridge. The madman kills her.

The trainer asks the students to select volunteers among the class in order to participate in the exercise. The group of students (usually 6 or 7) is then asked to carefully read the story and after that to perform a dual task: first of all, work out a personal classification to rank the six characters of the story (the woman, the husband, the secret lover, the madman, the boatman and the friend) in terms of their decreasing responsibility for the murder; afterwards, the group of students is asked to draw up a single, shared ranking.. While in the first part of the exercise the students are ask to remain silent, in the second part, they are invited to discuss their opinions with the others. The remaining students of the class are asked to take note of whatever they consider interesting to observe in such a situation (that is they are not given explicit criteria to observe). 

“TAT in Aquarium”

Students are asked to split into two groups, and each group is given a different picture. Each student is then invited to draw inspiration from the picture and to think of a story about it; then, in order to get the students deeply involved in the story, they are encouraged to write the story so it is as emotional and interesting as possible. With this task the students are led to show their competence in  exploring the emotions felt by the characters and to dramatize the relationships  among them. After that, one of the two groups is asked to sit in the middle of the room and asked to create a “group story” based on the same picture that had been used for their individual stories. The second group is invited to take note of what they observe. 

Both exercises do not present any intrinsic solution, if the participants are interested in getting to know the single, objective truth, or the univocal way of interpreting the experience. In the case of the “woman on the bridge”, obviously, any kind of classification will highlight the subjective positions the students take on the issues emerging in terms of the values of  fidelity, friendship, marriage, money value… In the case of “TAT in Aquarium”, the photo, as an ambiguous and polysemic form of “text”, will elicit different stories from different students. In this sense, both exercises will lead directly to  the impracticability of the idea that “others see the same things I see and evaluate them in the same way I do” and both also deal with the issue of thinking of these meanings in order to take a common decision and tell a common story. What kind of role has to be given to the subjective position? What shared goal might make our differences enter  dialogue? In this sense, the trainees are encouraged to take on the same methodological attitude a professional could have in interpreting their user’s demand and their reciprocal otherness. 
Another aspect that has to be highlighted is that, in both exercises, part of the students takes on the role of the player and the other part the role of the observer. In so doing, the students are either solicited to see themselves, in turn, as an actor with a specific subjective position in a drama – namely, emotionally and cognitively involved in suggesting a certain representation of the experience and a certain way of experiencing it – and as a critic who sits in the audience watching and analyzing the entire performance. So far, the trainees are invited to take  the role of a reflexive partner involved, together with the teacher, in the analysis of the models enacted by the players, according to the positions they have adopted both in their role of observers and in their own efforts towards the construction of the meaning of the situation. 
Writing about the experience
While experience is the basic ground for learning, experience itself does not suggest how it is to be interpreted and dealt with. A reflexive training approach regards  a trainee as  a “practical theorist and a reflexive negotiator of meaning” (Jackson, 1998, p. 46). Emphasis is given on what a trainee recognizes as meaningful and significant within a certain interpretation of the up-to-date role of trainees as well as of their ideal future professional identity. 
So, in the exercises proposed, why did the trainees act, the way they did? What cultural premises, ideas and/or feelings prompted the players’ actions and reactions?
Being asked to write about one’s personal experience is a tool through which the trainer explores, and encourages the trainees to explore, the ways they have interpreted a given situation (in this case, the experience activated through an “open text”) and the implicit theories in use, so that they might be gradually thought, rather than merely enacted. Accounting for an experience to someone else entails sharing a story; it is an act towards the actors taking part in the dialogue and, as such, writing (like any other tool addressed towards another person) forces the reporter to enquiry about the value of the experience in the specific contingency of the discursive exchange and in the light of his idea about what the other needs (or expects) to know. In the end, accounting for an experience inevitably leads the writer to make explicit his own subjective point of view about the relationship between himself and the other(s), and the goal of their encounter. This point of view will organize the (unnecessarily conscious) choice of selecting/referring to some elements rather than others. For instance, the choice:
· to put into the foreground what others (the trainer, other players) have said and done, rather than his own feelings and reaction within the experience or the ways his subjectivity entered the relationship with other subjectivities; 
· to focus on the “text” or on the (organizational, cultural, intersubjective) “context” within which it unfolds; 
· to underline the difference in the positions of players and observers instead of neglecting such differences (so as to carry on the suggestion that not all the actors have seen the same things, thus that experience is a fact which everyone else, in the same situation, would describe and feel in the same way); 
· to connect what has happened to some reflection on the training goals or to remain silent about them, as if they were taken for granted or even marginal elements. 

It is worth underlining that, from our point of view, in a reflexive approach to writing there is no place for the idea that the trainers suggest specific “right” ways of reporting the training experience. For instance we do not agree with statements like “the description should involve a close attention to details and should refrain from making judgments” (David, Keogh, & Walker, 1985, p.27). According to a psychological semiotic point of view, no form of account can be regarded as a mere description of what it  “really” happened; rather it is, inevitably, a unique and subjective portrait of a situation which reflects the ways the subjects symbolize and construct their own experience. Here, we recognize its value in clinical practice, thus also in a clinical approach to training.

Accordingly, the trainer takes a decentered position – no criteria of observation are suggested for the reporting, thus leaving room to the trainees to recognize the plurality of  universes of meaning enacted by/through the trainees’ reports. This position is like that of a therapist allowing his client’s preferred ways of being and experiencing reality, rather than substituting them with his own assumptions or notions of what change and reality should be (White, 2007).

It may be pointed out that this approach very often confuses the trainees, and at the same time that this confusion is connected to a “critical event”: the failed expectation that the trainer will direct them and give them precise criteria to do something (in this case, to choose what aspects of the experience have to be reported). But what can be learned by this experience is that their future clients, too, in their encounter with them will experience some unfulfilled expectations and  corresponding confusion.
So how could this be suggested to the trainees, in order to let them try to deal with this confusion? As clinical-psychological trainers, we usually solicit the students to take on this confusion as a relevant object itself to be reported and to reflect about what it is going on. For instance, the students are solicited to think about what  makes them feel confused. Or to think of the taken-for-granted assumptions on how and what the relationship should be (thus to reflect on the autonomy that the “open text” gives  students). Furthermore, they are invited to think about the ways they are reacting to that feeling (i.e. by waiting for the teacher to “remind” them  of their goals and the aim of the exercise…), and to accept it with the feelings a future client, too, might experience. Hence, the students could also be prompted to think about the ways they expect the teacher would handle their confusion and/or to think about the ways they expect they will handle that feeling as a professional dealing with  their client’s bewilderment about a new or unknown situation.
Reflexive conversation
The kind of report we have mentioned takes the form either of an act giving sense to previous “text” (the experience activated by the “open text”) and, meantime, as another meaning waiting to be further interpreted. This means that reports might be questioned in order to reflexively understand the kind of representation of the training and/or professional relationship  the trainees are proposing  through it.
We thus recall the principle that while they are doing what they do, trainees suggest a way of interpreting their experience (its goal, its function, …). 

According to this point of view, a report has to be understood as a rhetorical and performative act that unfolds within the situated and specific training activity, in order to regulate it. 

Reflexive conversation, as we propose to use it, takes as an object of analysis the different reports written about the experience of the exercise in order to understand the implicit theories-in-use in the ways of talking about it. What aspects did the students consider meaningful? What ideas or feelings were prompted by the accounts? What representation did they elicit of their own role and function for  the others?

The shift from a solitary, even if reflexive, task to a shared conversation aims to compare the taken-for-granted assumptions of one’s own discourse and subjective position – regarding the experience of the exercise – with the  discourse/subjective positions of others – where different modes of action, rhetoric and rituality, rules, values, and feelings might be displayed. The trainer works to sustain the trainees in recognizing both the differences and the reciprocal bonds among their subjective positions and to realize that each position may consent to or subvert the meanings enacted by the others (Di Burck & Danie, 2010). In this perspective, assuming a “different” position from others becomes a resource which helps to make the meanings of the mutual relationship evolve over time, and therefore to open the relationship to new semiotic opportunities of development. 
Thus, reflexive conversation is a device aimed at realizing a double movement: on the one hand, a reflexive practice on one’s own subjective identity; on the other hand, a practice looking for otherness and strangeness, that is producing new meanings, comparison and reconfiguration. This is the generative potentiality we ascribe to the dialogical exchange.

A training sketch
An example will better illustrate the ways reflexive conversation tends to elicit from the students a meta-thought about their own experience and to affect the meaning through which they interpret their role in it. 

At the beginning of a workshop aimed at reflecting on the training process and addressed to students enrolled in the second year of a three-year degree course in psychology, one of us asked the students to write about their experience of the undergraduate program. 

Until that moment, students had had few opportunities to reflect on their image of training in psychology and of their being students of psychology.

Two main kinds of accounts were collected, that were so far distinguished: “report accounts” and “confessional accounts”.

With “report account”, we refer to texts in which students reported “what  happened”. In these reports, training experience is shown as a practice organized upon and made of a collection of facts (contents of the knowledge, space and time of the organization of lessons …) which are what they are, whatever one may choose to think about them. This frame of sense is furthermore reflected in a kind of “studied” neutrality of the tone and underlined by the complete invisibility of the reporter, who disappears from the account, as if the account itself were aiming to give a reasonable and faithful representation of the reality of the experience. Look at this text: 

“The first year program included four subjects in the first Semester and three in the second (of which one was to be chosen by the student). Subjects of first Semester were: General Psychology and of the Individual differences, Philosophical Fundamentals of psychological disciplines, Dynamic Psychology and Psychobiology… “
By “confessional account”, we refer to those written texts taking the form of a kind of personal diary, where attention was primarily focused on the writer’s own feelings and expectations… as well as the value of the experience, interpreted as a function of the closeness/distance to the subjective expectations. In this way, the course is all right as long as it is perceived as “friendly”, attuned to one’s own desires and expectations. 
This is an example of what we called “confessional account”:

“As far as our teachers are concerned, I have had, since the beginning, a favorable impression… they were friendly and helpful towards us…”
In both cases, students remained silent about any expectations about the task of accounting for their experiences, as well as about the goal they might have imagined was orienting their production, as if their task was just to fulfil a duty, as if they had imagined the activity as a field of experience single and the same for all the participants, and essentially as if their cooperation with the task was to be taken for granted.

To work on these premises, students were first of all confronted with the different modes they had used to write about their training experience. Even if they had answered a task given by the teacher, they were prompted to think about the fact that they were not confined  to passively “receiving” the task, but interacted with it in view of their interpretative models… models which directed the choice of the elements they used to account for their experience and therefore, that they had considered valuable to write about. 

Once the students had acknowledged the previous elements, they were invited to recognize the implicit assumptions conveyed by their performance. More specifically, they were first asked to think about the more general educational model they had enacted through their written report and, second, to think about the forms that this educational model might take in the professional setting, directing their attention to interpreting the clinical relationship with the client. In order to examine this example in greater depth , below we  highlight the main elements emerging in the discussion about the “training experience reports”.

The most represented image of  training as “transmission of knowledge” was made explicit by the students. Knowledge was represented as a collection of “information packs” (one on  psychobiology, one on  psychodynamics, one on  general psychology, and the like). Meanwhile, the teachers’ main task was seen as transmitting these informational packs to students, and the student’s main task was to receive them and correctly refer to them in the final examination. The students’ implicit overall assumption was that the value of the information packs lay in the packs themselves, regardless of the students’ expectations, goals and ways of using the training contents.

However, the comparison between the different kind of the accounts that were produced showed that the aspects the students were referring to were not always the same. As a result, also the “attempt to eliminate” one’s own subjectivity from the report in favor of the facts in the cause of objectivity, had to be recognized as a subjective position itself. 

This subjective position, in  turn, involved a corresponding image of the teacher as a form of authority interpreting goals and results of the training activity, and at the same time embodying the source of their validation, as well as of the student role model, in correspondence with the actions that the traditional educational setting expects from the students.

Very efficaciously, Matusov (2011, p. 28) describes such a model by the use of few elements (among others not reported here):
1. Do unconditionally what the teacher asks you to do (behaviourally, educationally, intellectually, relationally, morally, and so on).

2. Try to understand what the teacher wants from you.

3. Put your efforts, industry, eagerness, intelligence, and diligence toward what the teacher assigns as well and as much as possible, based on the teacher's judgment of what "well" means.

To return to the students in the example, we might say that, on a symbolic level, they have coped with the extraneous situation emerging in the workshop context through the expectation of an amicable relationship between them and the teacher, a relationship organized by an affective affiliative pattern. In this case, affiliation refers to a frame that identifies the goal of the task as the very fact of performing  it, insofar as it is seen  as being precisely what the other person expects. 
Nevertheless, the result of this enacted model was the feeling of taking part in a meaningless activity: what kind of communication would might ever have to convey  a series of facts and ideas to a teacher who already knows them? 

Through the reflexive conversation the taken-for-granted assumptions on how and what the training relationship should be were made explicit and their effect on the ways trainees had related to the task was analyzed. Then, the problem shifted to other aspects. The issue was no longer the task itself (its useful or useless nature) but a pervasive instructional orientation that did prevent the students from questioning  issues like: “what goal am I pursuing?”; “How can I make use of the stimulus offered by my teacher in order to achieve such goals?”
Furthermore, it could be highlighted how their educational model was affecting the construction of their professional identity. The teacher suggested to them to dramatize a role-play: one of the students decided to play the role of the client of a psychologist. His request was  to be helped to overcome the confusion about  choosing the academic course to take once he finished high school.
So far, what emerged was the representation of the psychologist’s user as a little child that has no tools and power to fulfil his desires, relating to a great, omnipotent psychologist, expected to be able to decide, to solve and to take decisions in place of his customer. Hence, both in the training and in the professional setting, it was needs, not goals, that were imagined to be set and to motivate the user to the relate to the expert, and no roles and power were ascribed to the users in order to construct their desired future. What the user (the student in the here and now of the role-play dramatized during the workshop) had to do was only to be “carried”, without any effort and mediation, into the psychological identity he would have liked to build.

The reflexive work enacted in the workshop enabled the students to face up to the impotence/omnipotence schema they were suggesting to themselves within the training setting.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
Professional training can be conceived as a space-time context in which trainees learn what will be useful to know, how it will be and/or what it will be useful for once they  become professionals. 
Nonetheless, insofar as we recognize the main role of  meaning in mediating the ways  trainees take part in teaching-learning processes and the use they make of the training contents, such a model seems limited. 

Developing new practices is much more related to recognizing the meanings underlying the actual practices or the ways the trainees think the practice should be – in order to foster new ways of thinking, that is new meanings, starting from this new knowledge – than transmitting new contents and notions. 
Such a process cannot be activated if, as in the traditional approach, the convergence of trainer and trainees on how professional competence should be interpreted is taken for granted  as a naturally given  element.

For this reason, we argued that the acknowledgment of the other’s otherness is at the same time the main condition of a reflexive approach to training, and its main product. The trainer may be a resource for the trainees if and insofar as s/he does not take for granted the compatibility between the users’ own models of interpreting the shared activity and between those of  the users and trainers.
The reflexive approach takes as its starting point the meanings conveyed by the trainees’ ways of interpreting their training experience. Open texts, as texts which can be interpreted in multiple – potentially infinite – ways, respond precisely to the goal of allowing the participants to make their premises explicit, insofar as these texts make it possible to elicit and produce the meanings which relate and give sense to the training experience and that turn into actions within the training setting. 
At the same time, the reflexive approach promotes the development of the users’ meanings, through the methodological choice of not treating them as taken-for-granted, but of making them the subject of sensemaking. The request to accounting for the experience, that is, the way  it was interpreted, and the proposal to take the criteria used for accounting as an object of the subsequent discursive exchange, also has to be understood to this end. 

We argued that accounting for an experience somehow forces the trainees to cope with the task of selecting a specific point of view to refer to a polysemic text. As such, writing  forces the reporters to enquire about the value of their experience in the specific contingency of the training relationship and in the light of their idea about what the others expect to know.  

Reflexive conversation is the following step: it allows the plurality of the trainees’ subjective points of view to emerge. The trainer works to sustain the trainees in the acknowledgment of the alternative, even opposite, discourses produced on the same experience. The encounter with the otherness of the others’ discourses  allows the meanings of the mutual relationship to evolve over the time.

In this perspective, the development of new practices is the emergent property of an intersubjective sensemaking process (as the dialogic exchange can be understood), in which multiple voices come into contact and interact in order to develop the level of a shared negotiation on the meaning of what is happening. 

We recognize in this kind of approach a model consistent with the idiographic perspective, which assuming the uniqueness of the experience, proposes to identify the reflexive competence in the ability to think and make use of knowledge and procedures by taking into account the situated sensemaking within which they unfold. 
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� We do not have the space here to analyze the literature on this point. We will just mention the surveys on the image of the psychological profession taken on non-psychologist subjects (Carli & Salvatore, 2001; Guidi, Pasta, Longobardi & Salvatore, 2009). This research shows that the representation of psychology (of its professional function,  tools,  aims…) is strongly linked to the representation of the user’s context (system of values, interests, self-interest, social requirements). This global representation organizes the use of professional action and the value deriving from that use. These results tell us that the construction of the competence supporting the psychologist-client relationship requires a specific model for getting to know and manage the ways the socio-symbolic image of the psychological profession is constructed, orienting the request for counseling in a specific context (Cfr. Salvatore & Potì, 2006).


� For a deeper discussion on this point, both in relation to the educational field and to therapeutic practice see, respectively: Venuleo, Salvatore, Grassi, & Ruggieri, 2008 and Venuleo, 2012


� According to this standpoint, and from a dynamic point of view, RTS is not an alternative to the traditional approach aimed at the transmission of knowledge, but one of its possible complements and developments.


� Accordingly,  an example of “open text” is the psycho-dramatic exercise reported in the training sketch we have referred to above.


� Here, the concept of authorship can be recalled. “Authorship is understood as a collective responsibility for the shape and content of messages that shifts from individual speakers to particular types of participants’ frameworks. In this form, messages are collaboratively constructed and interpreted (Duranti, 1997, p. 314). This distributed responsibility of discourse production addresses the concept of co-authorship (Duranti & Brenneis, 1986).


� Accordingly to the traditional TAT of Murray (1943), this exercise can be interpreted as thematic since it asks to construe a story starting from an image. Yet, in the case of the TAT in Acquarium the image is not a standardized table, but a picture that the trainer can choose for the specific aims of the training: it only has to be as much ambiguous in its content and in formal aspect so to consent the participant to activate different interpretative options. For instance, the picture might portray 5 people sitting in circle, where it is not evident what they are doing (are they reading, talking to each other, thinking…?) and where are they (in the study of a psychologist, at school, in a house…?).
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