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Every discipline has an existing canon – seen in textbooks, scholarly journals, conference proceedings,
etc. – that explicitly outlines existing practice and thought. Recognizing the inadequacy of these canons,
the current paper outlines an approach to classroom instruction that helps students move beyond these
texts as they create and discover noncanonical knowledge. This noncanonical approach focuses on turning
classrooms into Communities of Practice (CoP). There is myriad literature on the utility of such groups for
knowledge creation and learning in organizations, yet this paper is unique in introducing it to classroom
instruction. By turning classrooms into an adapted CoP, instructors are situated to move beyond the texts
or canons of their disciplines. This occurs as they a) invite unique student contributions to create ideas
and knowledge that go beyond existing texts, b) develop trust and community among students that goes
beyond simple icebreakers and standard group work, and c) engage consistently in action that recognizes
the practical utility of what is learned. This is essential to any discipline, yet it has a special place in the
field of Library and Information Science (LIS) which – long a discipline of the text – is itself moving
outside of this as it focuses on knowledge creation [1]. In addition to its theoretical foundation, the paper
provides practical steps instructors can take to turn their classrooms into CoPs that move beyond the
existing text.
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1. Introduction

This paper outlines a noncanonical approach to education within information,
adapting Communities of Practice (CoP) to achieve its stated goals. It is focused
on the creation of noncanonical knowledge, which includes the workarounds and
new ideas that may conflict with or extend the existing information about a given
subject area or discipline. The existing explicit texts for any discipline – seen in
the typical classroom – are insufficient. Orr wrote about Xerox workers who would
carry large service manuals around with them to diagnose machine issues [2]. The
central problem with this was that, often, the solution to a problem was not in these
manuals. The manual could not keep up with the discovery of new problems. The
diagnosis of a machine – instead – was a narrative process involving “the circulation
of stories among the community of technicians [as] the principal means by which
the technicians stay informed of the developing subtleties of machine behavior in
the field” [2, p. 2]. Brown and Duguid [3] referred to these technical manuals as
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the canonical knowledge in a given area, while the workarounds that come out of
social interaction represent noncanonical knowledge. This is the goal of education
as outlined in this paper.

Every discipline has an existing canon or text – seen in textbooks, scholarly jour-
nals, conference proceedings, etc. – that explicitly outlines existing practice and
thought. The word, texts, in the current paper is used to signify any existing explicit
documentation about a subject. It is used interchangeably with the word, canon. It
is also similar to Kuhn’s paradigms [4]. These canons, texts, or paradigms are the-
oretical rather than empirical, suggesting that they are biased, fallible, and subject
to change. Yet, they are often held in spite of counter-evidence so that science can
continue to advance. As things change and progress, there is a growing sense that “an
existing paradigm has ceased to function adequately in the exploration of an aspect
of nature to which that paradigm itself had previously led the way” [4, p. 92]. These
are the moments of scientific revolution and paradigm shifts. While continuing in
the spirit of changing canons, texts, and paradigms, a noncanonical approach shifts
the locus of this change. Rather than have these revolutions “restricted to a narrow
subdivision of the scientific community” [4, p. 92] – waiting until they “[capture]
the hearts and minds of the commanding figures” [5, p. 72] – a noncanonical ap-
proach sees students as the catalyst for bottom-up change. As they bring in their own
expertise and experiences, students question the existing canons and bring about
revolutions of thought that fundamentally alter practice. This is likely to be met with
resistance by instructors who feel that certain elements of their disciplines are fun-
damental, and who question the role of student amateurs in questioning these ele-
ments. This is not to suggest that these instructors are incorrect to hold certain things
as fundamental, e.g. the spherical-like shape of the earth is fundamental to astron-
omy. However, it is a risk that instructors must take if they agree that noncanonical
knowledge creation is one of the goals of education. The space for this is created, and
students are free to direct their criticism even at those things considered fundamental
to a discipline.

Thus, while the canon of any discipline or practice – what is reported in explicit
classroom texts – represents an important awareness of previous thoughts and find-
ings, over-reliance on it is problematic. The canon becomes outdated, loses rele-
vance, builds up existing harmful power structures, and halts innovation. It often
reflects the unsurfaced mental models that Senge warned against – the “deeply in-
grained assumptions, generalizations, or even pictures or images that influence how
we understand the world and how we take action” [6, p. 8]. In a noncanonical ap-
proach, not only is noncanonical knowledge representative of existing actual prac-
tices within a social system, but it is representative of the potentially new practices
that can come out these systems. While novice students may not be as experienced
in actual practices in a given discipline, they are experts in potentially new practices.
Thus, a noncanonical approach is inherently innovative. And, in-so-far as learning
should include a critical second-loop [7] – whereby a student’s questioning of in-
formation serves as a feedback loop to change that information – this noncanonical
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knowledge creation is one of the goals of education. With the development of new
and shifting canons of knowledge, students become the change agents that uncover
and replace faulty mental models with ones that are more valid and just.

Communities of Practice (CoP) are suggested as an ideal framework within which
noncanonical knowledge creation can be done [3]. By turning classrooms into an
adapted CoP, instructors are situated to move beyond the texts or canons of their
disciplines. This occurs as they a) invite unique student contributions to create ideas
and knowledge that go beyond existing texts, b) develop trust and community among
students that goes beyond simple icebreakers and standard group work, and c) en-
gage consistently in action that recognizes the practical utility of what is learned. The
goal is to encourage the creation and discovery of noncanonical knowledge that goes
beyond current canonical texts. It is a means of fulfilling the mission of New Librar-
ianship: “To improve society through facilitating knowledge creation in their com-
munities” [1, p. 15]. The goal is for students to begin their careers already equipped
with innovative ideas and a recognition of the processes for developing and imple-
menting them. Rather than isolate this as a separate class, a noncanonical approach
is offered as a component for every class, irrespective of content. In this way, inno-
vation – and the goal of librarianship and other information/knowledge professions –
becomes embedded in the curriculum writ large.

2. Existing instructional modes

Several pedagogical models have been offered to inspire learning and innovation,
and a comprehensive review is beyond the scope of the current paper. However, some
are noted in order to identify a common thread. A traditional pedagogical model is
the lecture format, though “the inherent defects of the lecture method mean that, on
its own, it is rarely adequate” [8, p. 252]. One example of adding to this traditional
method is the use of Twitter during a lecture, which has been shown to increase stu-
dent engagement as it decreased the intimidation of vocal participation [9]. An addi-
tional approach that has received significant attention is the flipped classroom [10].
Here, the lecture component is removed as students interact with course materials
prior to coming to class, leaving class time for collaborative work. The goal of this
approach is active learning, student self-determination and motivation, and a better
managed cognitive load – though there is a lack of empirical study into its actual
effectiveness [10]. Online education is also receiving increased attention as more
and more students are taking courses online [11]. And though the removal of time
barriers is beneficial to students, they need additional assistance getting to the goal
of increased autonomy in these courses [12]. What bridges all of these models is a
desire to meaningfully engage students. The push toward noncanonical knowledge
outlined in the current paper offers an additional means of engaging students, while
simultaneously shifting the content and practices of entire fields and professions.
And, ultimately, “learning is the process of creating knowledge” [13, p. 194].
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A noncanonical approach is not meant as a replacement for these models, as it is
not itself a model. More accurately, it is a new approach. It is proposed as a new
way of looking at classrooms that sees them as Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS).
As such, they are made up of “living, independent agents . . . [who] self-organize and
continuously fit themselves, individually and collectively, to ever-changing condi-
tions in their environment” [14, p. 48]. Viewing a classroom this way has several
implications for its organization, including a fuller understanding of student agency,
a new locus for innovation that comes from students themselves, a recognition of
unpredictability and the necessity of failure, and the central role of conversation and
unique student contributions. Seeing classrooms as a CAS brings in the importance
of Stacey’s Control Parameters for such systems – information flow, diversity, and
richness of connectivity. There is a critical point for each system at which these pa-
rameters lead it to the Edge of Chaos – the point at which innovation and creativity
is the greatest [15].

It is also proposed as a new genre for instructional communication that inspires
knowledge creation. A genre is “a distinctive and recurring pattern of similarly con-
strained rhetorical practices” [16, p. 42]. They are “characterized by similar sub-
stance and form” and conducted in the “context of socially defined recurrent situa-
tions” [17, p. 301]. A noncanonical approach serves as a means of giving shape to
existing pedagogical methods rather than replacing them. The classroom is an ideal
place for a new genre to develop, because it is already home to several recurring
forms of rhetorical practice – i.e. the lecture. Some substance and form elements
typical of this new genre include debate, open knowledge sharing, mutual definition,
productive inquiry, interdependency, and experimentation.

3. What is a community of practice?

CoPs undergird a noncanonical approach as an ideal educational platform that
goes beyond existing texts, as knowledge creation is fundamental to a CoP [18].
Wenger suggested that, because CoPs “can preserve histories of learning as living
practices, not just books and databases”, they are “the ideal context for ensuring that
new generations of members are ready to carry a competence into the future” [19,
p. 251]. CoPs are “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a
passion about a topic, and who deepen their understanding and knowledge of this
area by interacting on an ongoing basis” [20, p. 4]. The current paper suggests that
classrooms can be CoPs, though CoPs are typically studied in other organizational
settings. For instance, CoPs have been noted in virtual communities that combine old
and new technologies to create knowledge [18]; in small public research institutes
that speed up the research process [21]; and in collective ventures that attempt to
increase the affordability of electric cars [22]. What joins individuals together is a
common purpose [23], and it is suggested that this purpose is shared among students
in a classroom.
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However, the classroom represents a specific type of CoP, as several aspects of it
are intentionally designed. They fall under what Saint-Onge and Wallace [24] de-
scribed as a structured CoP, in which membership is invited, there is formal spon-
sorship from the larger organization, and objectives are aligned with the larger orga-
nization. The existence of a classroom stems from curricular decisions, and students
often lack choice in the decision of what a given class is about. Yet, such a designed
environment can still be described as a CoP, so long as the design is done “with
a light hand, with an appreciation that the idea is to create liveliness, not manu-
facture a predetermined outcome” [20, p. 64]. This is backed up by “extant literature
[that] provides evidence which demonstrates that CoPs can be intentionally deployed
which is contrary to the common view that CoPs need to emerge naturally” [25, p. 9].

The value of a CoP within education is that it provides the platform for students
to push against disciplinary assumptions while still remaining part of the system.
Too often, the discourses of higher education work to silence the critical thought
it purports to encourage. This can be seen with information literacy instruction that,
through universal standards, makes several assumptions that ignore the multiple con-
texts that impact the acceptance of information literacy [26]. Part of the movement of
information literacy education toward “more human-centered understandings” [26,
p. 82] is opening up its very definition to a diverse student population. Yet, higher ed-
ucation must be aware that this opening of the text is an uncomfortable move meant
to benefit students. It is not another means by which to control the academic dis-
course to maintain the assumptions it holds dear: “It is, at the very least, paradoxical
to see how collaboration triggered by alienation can be turned into a management
tool” [27, p. 533].

Though the lack of predetermined outcomes [20] may seem counterintuitive,
it matches the spirit of learning outcomes. Learning outcomes are distinct from
objectives, which suggest more specific goals [28]. Though these outcomes may re-
late to the students or instructors, they also clearly relate to the subject of the class.
Yet, these are not offered with precision. Students can utilize the outcome to the ends
they choose: “The student is free to apply the required knowledge to [an] . . . issue of
his/her choice” [28, p. 99].

4. Using CoPs

This section will outline the use of CoPs for the development of noncanonical
knowledge in classrooms, moving beyond the text. The elements of a CoP are dis-
cussed in terms of what they mean, how they encourage the development of non-
canonical knowledge, and what instructors can do to implement them.

The structure of a CoP generally includes a domain, a community, and a prac-
tice [20]. This section will define each structural element, outline its impact on the
development of a noncanonical knowledge that goes beyond the existing text, and
provide practical examples of how each element can be put into practice. Figure 1
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Fig. 1. Using communities of practice for noncanonical knowledge creation in the classroom.

provides a graphic overview of this process. Each element of the CoP – domain,
community, and practice – has specific impacts on the development of noncanoni-
cal knowledge creation within the classroom. This noncanonical knowledge comes
from mutual redefinition, boundary setting, the transfer of intangible social capital,
empowered conversation, environmental feedback, and the escape from a vicious cy-
cle of searching for perfection. For each element, there are also practical ways for
instructors to do this in their classrooms.

4.1. Domain

This section outlines the first component of a CoP – its domain. The goal of the
domain in the context of education is to engage students in pooling their unique
insights in the context of questioning existing discourses. They are then in a position
to create new discourses that challenge the status quo assumptions of the occupations
they wish to enter – turning them into immediate change agents.

The domain defines what the group is about, and its boundaries must be purpose-
fully created by group members. It is the topic of the group and creates the bound-
aries around what the group is about and what is worth sharing, i.e. is my knowledge
applicable to this topic? The domain is how someone knows “what matters to [a]
community” and what is “relevant” [20, p. 29–30]. Individuals who are interested in
this general topic self-enroll into the group. Yet, defining the domain as a topic is an
oversimplification. The domain is a shared interest that represents what the group’s
expertise is, and it helps establish commitment from membership to the group. The
specificities of this domain are created by the members themselves through nego-
tiation, which creates meaning for the group [19]. As they begin discussion, each
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member considers and contributes their own unique experiences and expertise as it
relates to the general topic: “As people participate in a community they bring with
them their personal histories of norms and prior practices, which may result in con-
flicts that need to be negotiated and perhaps will never be resolved” [29, p. 2282].
This is necessary so that the members can take ownership of it [19]. This ownership
increases commitment to the group.

4.1.1. Domain and noncanonical knowledge
There are two elements of this domain – and its development – that lead to non-

canonical knowledge creation in the classroom. First, it is important that the domain
is mutually defined among students and instructor, rather than defined a priori. Al-
though a broad course topic is proposed, mutual definition of the domain occurs as
students are asked to contribute their own unique experiences and knowledge – what
only one person knows [30] – to reshape what this topic actually looks like. It is im-
portant that this is done intentionally, as there are dynamics “that militate against the
discussion of [unique] information” [31, p. 152]. A lack of intentionality here results
in an over-contribution of shared information that all students held in common prior
to discussion: “Unstructured group discussion is a less-than-optimal means of pool-
ing members’ unshared information and why groups often have difficulty accessing
the very information that such discussion is intended to elicit” [32, p. 104].

This pooling of ideas not only leads to better decision-making [32], but it respects
the human agency and potential of students to go beyond a fallible text. Within the
classroom, students tap into the “self-organizing processes that produce complex
adaptive systems” [33, p. 672]. And as they pool more and more information, the
control parameters of the classroom system are altered to push it closer to the edge
of chaos [15] at which point noncanonical knowledge creation is possible. A series
of classroom topics mutually defined will extract more of students’ uniqueness in an
effort to develop noncanonical knowledge that is more representative of this unique-
ness.

Second, it is important that students are involved in determining the boundaries
around a given domain and membership in that domain, giving them power to change
them as they see fit. These boundary markers are similar to discourses in Gee’s def-
inition of literacy, which represent identity kits that include the ways of acting, talk-
ing, thinking, etc. that mark someone as being part of a particular group [34, p. 7].
Students come to a course with several discourses. Some come from the primary
discourse they learned as a child, while other secondary discourses are acquired
throughout their lifetime. These secondary discourses are liberating [34], as they
allow for the critique of other discourses, enabling students to redefine these mem-
bership boundaries. The classroom is where meta-knowledge [34] of these discourses
is learned, such that students are able to question the values and beliefs of the pro-
fessional and academic discourses they are about to enter. By learning what an in-
formation/knowledge professional does and what they value, students are able to
use their other value systems – or discourses – to question these values. This, to
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Gee, represents a “good combination for successful students and successful social
change” [34, p. 13]. Students are recreating the boundary.

Kuhn suggested that education within an accepted paradigm “prepares the stu-
dent for membership in the particular scientific community with which [they] will
later practice” [4, p. 11]. As the student enters actual practice, then, this practice will
“seldom evoke overt disagreement over fundamentals” as they are “committed to
the same rules and standards for scientific practice” [4, p. 11]. However, rather than
come to a discipline or profession having adopted the accepted rules within a pre-
determined boundary, a noncanonical approach suggests that students come ready to
shake things up.

4.1.2. Advice for instructors
Noncanonical knowledge creation, then, comes as classrooms are viewed as full

of autonomous agents who drive self-emergent change. Instructors can ask students
to contribute personal experiences they have with a given class topic, recognizing
the pooling value of such contributions. Instructors can legitimize these voices by
opening up spaces in the syllabus for these contributions to be codified. For instance,
Walsh [35] outlined the Blank Syllabus, in which some required readings are left
blank. Students choose a reading and make a case for its inclusion in the syllabus
as required reading for all students. As they do this, instructors look for and provide
space for the full expression of human potential – something the leaders of most
other human systems fail to do. Most systems are “patently oligarchical” [14, p. 51].
Consider, for instance, how individuals are narrowly squeezed into job descriptions
in organizations – or racial stereotypes in communities – that determine what lead-
ers think they can offer. Instructors can highlight areas of their respective disciplines
that are debated within the field – inviting students into that debate. Not only does
this show students the nature of knowledge, but the invitation serves as a recognition
of a students’ potential. Finally, when instructors give voice to the wide breadth of
discourses in the classroom, they provide the space necessary for critique. Students
see “how the Discourses [they] have already got relate to those [they] are attempting
to acquire, and how the ones [they] are trying to acquire relate to self and soci-
ety” [34, p. 13]. Essentially, instructors can outline for students the words, values,
and beliefs of those in the professions they want to go in. They then ask, are you ok
with that?

4.2. Community

This section outlines the second component of a CoP – community. The goal of
community in the context of education is for students to develop meaningful rela-
tionships that they can draw on for important resources in the creation of relevant
and pragmatic knowledge. They can then utilize the power of communication to re-
fine ideas into noncanonical knowledge powerful enough to push against the existing
canon of thought and practice in a given area.
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Moving beyond the text requires trust and engagement within the classroom, and
community is the social element that creates the foundation for noncanonical knowl-
edge creation to occur. It is the “social fabric of learning” that “fosters interactions
and relationships based on mutual respect and trust” [20, p. 28]. Community de-
notes the ability to have productive conversations in a high-trust environment [24].
This trust requires the sense that one’s contributions will be valued. Community ad-
dresses personal relationships and an understanding of each other, and it includes
removing the barriers to relationship [20]. Yet, effort must be taken to ensure that
this barrier removal does not lead to sameness and lack of conflict, as a CoP is made
up of people whose diversity is part of their identify [27]. A CoP is “neither a haven
of togetherness nor an island of intimacy insulated from political and social rela-
tions” [19, p. 77]. Mutual engagement connects CoP members in ways that go be-
yond surface-level similarities [19].

4.2.1. Community and noncanonical knowledge
There are two elements of community – and its development – that lead to non-

canonical knowledge creation in the classroom. First, it is important that this commu-
nity element focuses on trust and relationship among students – something lacking
in higher education [12]. Out of these networks, norms, and trust [36] comes the
development and availability of social capital (SC) – “the sum of the actual and po-
tential resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the network
of relationships possessed by an individual or social unit” [37, p. 243]. Noncanonical
knowledge is, itself, one of these resources. In fact, it was the resource Xerox tech-
nicians used to fix machines, as “the technicians depend on each other to fill these
gaps” [2, p. 31]. In a similar way, a student is equipped with textbooks and lectures,
and is typically viewed as independent. Yet, more complete learning requires the ad-
dition of noncanonical knowledge resources that come out of relationship. This SC
is embedded within the relationships themselves [38].

This trust requires intentionality, however, as it is all too easy for the exchange
of these noncanonical resources to be blocked by in-group mentalities. Social Iden-
tity Theory posits that people identify with certain groups that fill them with pride,
causing them to view in-group members more favorably than out-group members:
“The mere perception of belonging to two distinct groups . . . is sufficient to trigger
intergroup discrimination favoring the in-group” [39, p. 13]. In a classroom, then,
noncanonical knowledge may only be held and exchanged within independent small
groups. This severely limits the potential access to – and utilization of – these re-
sources that would be seen within a growing SC network.

Second, it is important that this community element focuses on productive conver-
sations: “The degree to which a culture values effective communications and con-
nectivity between individuals and groups will materially affect the rate and quality of
its innovation” [14, p. 55]. It is through conversation that knowledge is created [1];
it comes “through the interactions amongst individuals or between individuals and
their environments, rather than by an individual operating alone” [39, p. 15]. This
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is because groups help refine individual ideas: “Together they are scrutinized, dis-
cussed, modified and refined” [14, p. 46].

Yet – in the same way that group work requires the contribution of unique infor-
mation – productive conversation requires productive inquiry (PI). PI comes from the
work of John Dewey, and is the process of “actively pursuing a problem . . . to seek an
answer” [40, p. 62]. It is “a dynamic questioning and validation process that draws
out tacit knowledge to give meaning to explicit knowledge” [24, p. 17]. A classroom
may have diverse students, but a lack of PI may keep them from benefiting from this
diversity due to a tendency to converge into sameness [19,27].

Conversation also enables the creation of noncanonical knowledge in-so-far as it
changes the locus of authority and expertise. Rather than view the textbook – and
scholars with official peer-reviewed avenues of publication – as the ultimate author-
ity, students begin to see the authoritative nature of what they create. This is a core
piece of Habermas’ Theory of Communicative Action, as members of a group use
conversation to challenge existing power structures, as “mutual understanding [is
the] mechanism for coordinating action” [41, p. 330]. Classroom conversation is
able to situate knowledge creation within a framework of what works best for stu-
dents – rather than what would help them get a high grade as they rehash existing
information – so long as this conversation is free from “domination and strategic
motivations on the part of any participant” [42, p. 85]. And as noncanonical knowl-
edge is created, “authority and tradition . . . [lose] their status as ultimate sources of
legitimacy” [43, p. 710].

4.2.2. Advice for instructors
To benefit from the noncanonical knowledge creation that comes from students

engaged in relationship development and conversations, instructors can first provide
the space for this to occur. It can be easy to see informal discussion not related to the
class topic as a waste of time. Yet, the space for these interactions is the bedrock of
knowledge creation – what Nonaka et al. referred to as ba: “The shared context for
knowledge creation” [44, p. 8]. It is the physical or virtual place that provides the
energy for knowledge creation through interaction. It is the space in which “students
and teachers can enter into a fearless communication with each other and allow their
respective life experiences to be their primary and most valuable source of growth
and maturation” [45, p. 60]. In classrooms where answers are already provided with-
out this space, there is no PI – thus, there is no noncanonical knowledge creation.
Through the mere sharing of experiences, the socialization of students creates shared
tacit knowledge [46]. As students begin to articulate and express these thoughts, this
externalization turns tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge [46].

Instructors can also use what they learn from students to help them identify a su-
perordinate identity to which they all belong. This has been shown to reduce in-group
favoritism and increase knowledge sharing in group work [47]. The goal for the com-
munity element is the discovery of the common elements of individual stories that
brings students under this larger umbrella. Instructors can help students discover and



D. Freeburg / Going beyond the text: Turning classrooms into CoPs 89

devise a mission statement for this larger group to which they all want to contribute.
Under this umbrella of a superordinate identity, students will be more likely to trust
one another, which is essential for the sharing that undergirds the creation of non-
canonical knowledge.

4.3. Practice

This section outlines the third component of a CoP – its practice. The goal of
practice in the context of education is for students to continuously connect knowl-
edge to practice – going beyond learning to doing. The experimentation that is part
of this process exposes students to failure and the unpredictability that is inherent in
all human systems.

Moving beyond the text requires action. Practice is what separates a CoP from a
community of interest. CoPs emphasize the importance of learning by doing, or situ-
ated learning [48]. It is only as individuals engage in solving a problem together that
they best learn and develop new tools and practices to confront these problems [23].
This echoes the importance of learning by doing in Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI
model [46]. A CoP’s practice encompasses anything that can be said to be a part of
the living curriculum for that domain – the “concepts, symbols, and analytic meth-
ods” used to engage with the domain [20, p. 38]. It is a community’s shared set of
resources, as well as the activities it engages in to learn and produce new knowledge.
In essence, the practice of a CoP includes a) the activities that members engage
in together, b) the ways in which they engage in these activities, and c) the prod-
ucts they actually produce from this engagement. For some domains, the practice
is relatively straightforward. In other domains – specifically those areas of “similar
problems that are not officially recognized as domains” [20, p. 30] – the definition
of a practitioner needs further clarification. The very nature of the CoP suggests that
failure will be part of this practice: “The indigenous production of practice makes
communities of practice the locus of creative achievements and the locus of inbred
failures” [19, p. 85]. A noted benefit of a CoP is that it can take more risks because
they have the backing of an entire community [20, p. 15].

4.3.1. Practice and noncanonical knowledge
There are two elements of practice – and its development – that lead to noncanon-

ical knowledge creation in the classroom. First, it is important that this practice el-
ement considers what it means to be a practitioner – more than merely a learner –
in the given domain. This is a rejection of the well-known claim by Francis Ba-
con that “knowledge itself is power” [49, p. 71]. An individual can have knowledge
about something, but not do anything with that knowledge. Consider, for instance,
the smoker who continues to smoke in spite of the knowledge that smoking leads to
cancer. Knowledge exists merely as a tool for potential use. Knowledge should not be
the goal of the classroom; rather, the goal should be action: “The essence of wisdom
. . . lies not in what is known but rather in the manner in which that knowledge is held
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and in how that knowledge is put to use” [50, p. 187]. Cook and Brown described this
as knowing: “We use the term ‘knowing’ to refer to the epistemological dimension of
action itself” [40, p. 387]. This is related to models of experiential learning that sug-
gest that “knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” [51, p. 41].
Recent research on experiential learning has shown that it increases a student’s emo-
tional engagement [52]. This also provides additional information in the form of
environmental feedback which can be used to develop noncanonical knowledge.

Second, it is important that this practice element includes risk-taking and failure. A
fundamental component of noncanonical knowledge creation is failure. Stacey [15]
suggested that social systems operate within rugged landscapes that are made up of
several peaks and valleys. The peak represents a high level of fitness between the
system and its environment. Often, a system reaches a peak only to find out that it is
a mere foothill hiding a larger peak. Increased fit, then, requires “stumbles and rolls
downhill” [15, p. 83]. Entering the workforce having never failed will put students
in a position to assume that perfection should be expected. Stacey [15] called this a
vicious cycle of looking for savior recipes that guarantee success. This will lead to
frustration and futile searches for additional savior recipes. Breaking out of this cycle
requires a recognition of the complexity of any living social system, which is never
“so long as it is alive, in a state of chemical and thermodynamic equilibrium” [53,
p. 39]. Students must acknowledge the lack of predictability, and accept the failures
associated with ambiguity. Instead of asking how they can design for success, then,
students ask how they can make sense of complexity [15]. This question allows them
to see the rugged nature of the landscape, better equipping them to navigate it.

4.3.2. Advice for instructors
The practice of a CoP suggests that, for every class session, instructors can con-

sider what the course material helps a student do better. They can then provide space
for students to engage in doing. This is commonplace in many STEM courses with
lab requirements. Yet, this action element can extend to other courses without a clear
lab component, e.g. an information literacy course. As part of a discussion of po-
litical information literacy, for example, students could be tasked with contacting
a governmental representative. As part of a discussion of health information liter-
acy, students could also be tasked with developing and implementing an advocacy
campaign aimed at increased local awareness of healthy eating. These actions can
positively impact the lives of students themselves. Noting the lack of agency for stu-
dents from underrepresented groups in education, Bland and Atweh [54] outlined an
approach in which students acted as the primary researchers in participatory action
research (PAR) aimed at uncovering and removing educational barriers.

Instructors can also model the experimentation process for their students, trying
different teaching techniques throughout the semester that they are not completely
sure will work. This also brings in PI – noted earlier – as practice includes how
students engage with course material. Instructors can work to create a culture in
which PI becomes commonplace. Freeburg [55] found that the development of this
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Table 1
Outcomes and measurements for success in noncanonical knowledge creation

Actionable outcome Measurement
Criticize the practices of existing
professions, the content of existing
texts, and arguments made by the
professor.

Instructor will document the number of substantive student dis-
agreements or critiques – done either in class or through email.
Students will be presented with this and asked to reflect on the
value of criticism.

Create new ideas – as a class –
about the course topic not ex-
pressed in the readings or lectures.

Students will keep a journal of new ideas they create as a class
throughout the course. Students will get together to discuss these.
Each student will then send a copy of these ideas, along with a
reflection on the value and quality of these ideas.

Contribute unique knowledge with
other students.

Students will keep a journal of the unique contributions they offer
throughout the course. They will send this to the instructor along
with a reflection on how these were unique, the impact they made
on group discussion, and how they will do this moving forward.

Analyze the lessons learned from
failure in one classroom task.

Each student is expected to fail in some aspect of the course. Be-
cause it is unlikely that students will risk getting a bad grade, these
will be restricted to non-graded aspects of the course, e.g. talking
before you’ve formulated an idea, making a bad suggestion for
group work. A description of the failure and lessons learned will
be submitted to the instructor.

culture requires a loosened attachment to beliefs about information, a recognition of
fallibility in information, a focus on the need for information to be relevant, comfort
with debate, and acknowledgement of diversity. These all point to an environment
that allows students to go beyond the text.

This moves the classroom from a place of learning to a place of doing. And, in-
so-far as it interferes with a student’s existing beliefs and assumptions, this will not
always come naturally. As instructors are learning more about their students, they
can identify what Lewin [56] referred to as a force field with driving and restraining
forces to change. Getting students to the point of knowing and risk-raking – what
may be a new behavior for them – requires breaking through barriers. This can be
done through an “emotional stir-up” [56, p. 34], an increased awareness of the cost
of not acting [57], the creation of psychological safety to overcome learning anxi-
eties [58], or the customization of course material to the “unique needs, beliefs, or
characteristics of individuals” [59, p. 1567].

5. Success

The general outcome of the proposed model is engaging students in moving be-
yond the text as they create noncanonical knowledge. Yet, how is this measured?
Every class syllabus has a list of learning outcomes that represent what students are
expected to learn and do. The three primary goals laid out in the current paper offer a
starting point for shifting the language and intent of more specific learning outcomes.
Rather than provide universal learning outcomes, Table 1 provides measurable ac-
tions students should be able to undertake according to a noncanonical approach.
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This includes the actual creation of new ideas, as well as several actions likely to
lead to the creation of new ideas, e.g. criticism, unique contribution, and experimen-
tation. It also outlines ways to measure success. All outcomes are easily recogniz-
able by both student and instructor, allowing for easy documentation throughout the
course. A reflection on the utility of each provides an additional measure of what the
student learned.

These can be adapted by instructors into learning outcomes for their courses that
incorporate the elements of a noncanonical approach. Note that students are allowed,
in this table, to provide evidence of each outcome in class discussion or through
email. However, any emails will be shared with the rest of the class in order to benefit
from information pooling.

6. Conclusion

The current paper outlined a noncanonical approach for classroom instruction that
helps students move beyond existing explicit texts as they create and discover non-
canonical knowledge. The expanded research of CoPs in virtual environments [18]
suggests that a noncanonical approach could also be used in online courses. Non-
canonical knowledge creation is essential to any discipline, yet it has a special place
in LIS which – long a discipline of the text – is itself moving beyond this as it fo-
cuses on knowledge creation [1]. More than mere pedagogical techniques, this is
an approach to how instructors view classrooms and the students within them. In-
structors recognize and trust the unique insights of students as they bring them into
the practice of knowledge creation – a practice central to a knowledge economy.
And the CoP provides a practical means of engaging with the stated goals. These
goals include the creation of noncanonical knowledge as students pool their insights
and question the status quo; utilization of the power of meaningful relationships and
conversations to refine this non-textual knowledge; and engagement in actual exper-
imentation and action related to these ideas. Success in the stated learning outcomes
puts students in a position to lead and become true change agents. This can be un-
comfortable for all involved, yet it is the only means by which social systems adapt
and survive.
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