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Abstract 

This research sought to provide a description of the processes used by individuals who 

guide others to understanding and a set of terminology to explain these processes in order to 

“explain explaining”. A review of literature wove conceptual blending theory, 

encoding/decoding, and conceptual metaphor theory together as a framework from which to 

research this phenomenon. Using an interpretivist stance to research and phenomenology as the 

methodological design, data was collected through qualitative interviews and autoethnographic 

journals then examined through Template Analysis to seek out recurring themes. A total of five 

concurrent themes were discovered during analysis. A meta-analysis applies these five themes in 

a metaphor to explain explaining. This research provides a framework for “explaining 

explaining”, and starting point for a deeper analysis of how this suite of theories can aid others in 

not only understanding this skill, but operationalize it for themselves. 

 Keywords: metaphor, analogy, phenomenology, communication, explaining 
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Introduction 

There is a marked demand for “communication” in the work force. These skills are 

sought after as they are seen to be transferable across disciplines and cover a broad scope of 

application (Kemp & Seagraves, 1995). Yet, while a search for “communication” jobs in 

Victoria, BC on the job posting website www.indeed.com (2015) returned more than 1100 hits 

for job descriptions in fields ranging from digital marketing to visual communication and 

administrative roles, a deeper look into the description of roles shows little to no further 

explanation of what “communication skills” are considered to be. It is difficult to place a value 

on this sought after skillset without further defining it. Communication skills cover a broad sub-

set of talents that are used in brand development, leadership training, rhetoric, and theoretical 

research. Rather than attempting to unravel the intricacies of every communication skill, I have 

chosen to focus this study on a particular interpersonal communication skill—the process of 

explaining a complex subject to another person so they achieve a new understanding—in order to 

articulate accessible language that can be used to define and value this skill.  

There are individuals who are particularly adept at simplifying a complex subject so that 

others may grasp it. I consider myself to be one of those individuals who is particularly adept at 

guiding others to understanding. I do not know if this ability is an innate talent, a skill honed 

over years by unconsciously practicing communicating with others, or both. Research indicates 

that there are “natural talent” individuals who have an affinity for activities, but there is little 

doubt they also put forth tremendous effort into honing their skill (Helsen, Hodges, Winckel, & 

Starkes, 2000, p. 728). I contend that understanding how we make sense of concepts by blending 

known information, encoding our thoughts for others, and guiding others through the use of 

http://www.indeed.com/
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descriptive language (such as metaphor, for example) to co-create meaning is essential to 

explaining how individuals communicate complex information to each other. Providing 

accessible terminology to explain the abilities of individuals who explain complicated subjects to 

others with great efficiency and rapidity offers communication professionals an opportunity to 

capitalize on these processes in their own personal and professional lives.  

There are a broad range of studies with a focus on knowledge transfer, meaning making, 

and teachable moments; however, few focus directly, as I have, on the moment of understanding. 

For example, Jacobson, Buterill, and Goering (2005) refer to consulting as a process of 

knowledge and skill transfer with the objective of solving problems (p. 302). Their focus on 

knowledge transfer by means of consultation processes between academics and decision makers 

takes a broad view of the processes in place when we explain topics to each other. Kohlbacher 

and Mukai (2007) analyzed “community-based corporate knowledge sharing and organizational 

learning” (p. 9), while the entire May 2000 special edition of Organizational Behavior and 

Human Decision Processes focused solely on knowledge transfer in organizations. Each of these 

studies focused on how we transfer knowledge effectively but not specifically on the aha 

moment of clarity. Moustakas (1990) describes the aha moment as a “sudden, striking 

realization” similar to what Archimedes experienced when he discovered buoyancy, and it is this 

point I focused on in this study. This is a particular moment when we achieve understanding; like 

Archimedes, we experience the “eureka” moment. In an editorial piece, Necia Parker-Gibson 

(2008) discusses the teachable moment as when one person navigates another to an aha moment, 

reviewing studies that have explored teachable moments, and acknowledging that these teachable 

moments are issues that require more study (p. 70). In short, these studies evince a degree of 
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scholarly interest in capturing the way members of organizations explain topics to others to aid 

in understanding, but they do not capture the specific moment of meaning making as it occurs in 

interpersonal communication between individuals.  

To address this gap in the literature, this study focuses directly on the aha moment when 

the translation of complicated concepts occurs, and treats it as moment that arises out of a 

teaching and learning relationship. I use the terms “teacher” and “learner” metaphorically to refer 

to the relationship individuals have during an information exchange. Throughout this work, when 

I refer to teachers, I am identifying individuals who are acting as a knowledge guide for others. I 

identify learners as individuals who are being guided to a new understanding of a concept, or 

subject. For example, a mechanic is informing her client about the work done to their vehicle. 

This mechanic acts as a teacher, attempting to guide her client to understanding about the 

diagnostic assessment of their car. The client is a learner as they are being brought to an 

understanding by the mechanic. Ahn and Achor’s (2014) first educational concept is that 

education is all about the learner; in order to be a masterful teacher, one must be superb in their 

ability to convey information, as they contend teaching is “the act of transferring knowledge and 

skill to the learner” (p. 15). Biesta and Miedema (2002) argue for a transformative, rather than 

transmissive concept of education stating “human communication is not about the transportation 

of information but about the exchange of meaning” (p. 179). This does not only hold true to a 

traditional teaching environment such as a class room; as noted above, this ability to convey 

information so that it is graspable by the receiver is sought after in consultation positions and 

organizational communication.  
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This research uses the educational metaphor to explore the ways in which individuals co-

create meaning through communicative acts. Specifically, it is interested in learning more about 

the co-creation of an aha moment that involves the simplification of a complex subject, that 

moment of clarity, or understanding brought out through the assistance of another. As such, this 

study poses the question: What are the processes used by individuals who teach others by 

transferring knowledge and skill, and how do individuals who are being introduced to new 

information apply their existing knowledge to make new meanings? To address these questions, I 

have brought together a suite of theories that explain aspects of this phenomenon to serve as the 

conceptual framework for data collection and theoretical verification; on their own, none of them 

fully articulate the aha experience I am attempting to document. Synthesizing the concepts found 

in Fauconnier and Turner’s (2003) work on Conceptual Blending Theory, Hall’s (1973) 

innovative sociocultural reformulation of encoding/decoding, and Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) 

work on conceptual metaphor theory allowed me to produce theoretical model that more aptly 

and fully describes how the aha moment works for both the teacher and learner in situations 

involving the explanation of complex subject matter. I then used that model as a framework for a 

qualitative, phenomenological analysis where my objective was to capture and articulate what is 

happening when a teacher creates new meaning or understanding out of information for a 

learner. This research used data collected through semi-structured interviews with six research 

participants, as well as autoethnographic reflection, using template analysis (TA) to ascertain if 

this this new synthesized approach effectively captures and describes guided concept 

translations. My goal through the application of TA is to draw out a language set relating to the 
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guiding and transfer of complex subjects between individuals to make explaining accessible for 

communications scholars and professionals.  

My results indicate that individuals bring a myriad of processes together in a dynamic, 

parallel fashion as represented through a set of five emergent Themes presented in order of 

emergence, Theme 1/ Metaphor and analogy used to describe understanding, Theme 2/ 

Cascaded/relational understanding, Theme 3/ Coded messages, Theme 4/ Storytelling, and 

Theme 5/ Knowing your audience. Using these Themes in combination with my theoretical 

framework, I have devised a language to explain explaining. This work adds to the field of 

communication by providing a cross-disciplinary language from which to study the interactions 

of individuals who are in a teacher/learner relationship such as educators, trainers, consultants, or 

other professional communicators from a phenomenological tradition perspective. My intent 

with this research is to develop, define, and simplify the synthesis and transmission of complex 

topics to provide individuals the ability to define their skill and a means for others to replicate 

the process. By clarifying the complex process of guided knowledge translation, this research 

offers communications professionals an additional tool in their set to aid them in effectively 

guiding others to understanding. This system can be used in consulting, training, or coaching 

either individuals or groups to effectively create clarity for others. 

Literature Review  

 This literature review reviews and weaves together theories from communication, 

cognitive science, and linguistics to form a framework for examining the phenomenon of guided 

meaning making from the perspective of the teachers guiding, and the learners who are being 

brought to an understanding. In doing so, it provides a vocabulary that explains the phenomenon 
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to provide communication scholars and professional with deeper insight into the processes. The 

conceptual blending theory (CBT) framework presented by Fauconnier and Turner (2003) offers 

an explanation for how individuals make meaning out of information presented to them. Hall’s 

(1973) encoding/decoding theory is applied to give understanding to how messages are coded, 

transmitted, and decoded between individuals. Finally, Lakoff’s (1980) conceptual metaphor 

theory (CMT) is used as research shows that metaphor and analogy are elements that are 

important in a communication act as they can extend the reach of domains of knowledge 

(Cornelissen, Holt, & Zundel 2011). Working within these frameworks and theories, my aim was 

to begin unpacking the complexity of rapid response meaning making found between individuals 

in an information sharing exchange. Below, I explore each of these frameworks individually, and 

synthesize them to show how they form a starting place for my research.  

Conceptual Blending Theory 

 Conceptual blending theory (CBT) originated in cognitive science, moving away from 

the study of mental functions such as memory and into research of the creative aspects of the 

mind (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002). Fauconnier and Turner (2002) explain conceptual blending 

as an individual’s ability to take two distinctly different concepts, referred to as input mental 

spaces, which they can blend by partially matching information between the two spaces to create 

a blended space of understanding. These mental spaces are defined as “small conceptual packets 

constructed as we think and talk, for the purposes of local understanding and action” (p.40). 

Conceptual blending can be characterized simply as a mental Venn (1880) diagram that 

demonstrates the relationships between sets of information. In fact, referring to a Venn diagram 

requires a conceptual blend to make sense of the example. CBT provides a language to explain 
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blending, with terms such as generic space, blended space, and emergent structure being 

explored and applied in the Fauconnier & Turner’s book (2002) The Way We Think. The purpose 

of this paper, however, is not to delve deeply into the intricacies of CBT and the language used 

to describe the theory, but to use elements of the theory to build a framework in order to explain 

‘explaining’ from a phenomenological perspective. To that end, I use Fauconnier and Turner’s 

(2002) network model, which contains varying levels of complexity to define the different ways 

meaning is made with blending.  

Fauconnier and Turner (2002) identified these three networks as simplex, mirror, and 

double scope networks. Simplex networks take a simple approach to making meaning where 

individuals apply frames of knowledge to create understanding (p. 120). For example, I see an 

apple on the ground near a tree and use the frame of fruit growing on a tree to infer that the apple 

fell from the tree. Mirror networks share an organizational frame that makes their initial 

topography similar (p.122). Sesame Street’s famous children’s learning game called “which of 

these things is not like the other” is asking viewers to apply a mirror network to group “like” 

things together based on their similarities (Sesame Street, 1970). Double-scope networks contain 

different and potentially clashing organizational frames. These clashing concepts invite 

individuals to apply imagination to create understanding and can result in creative blends 

(Fauconnier & Turner, 2002, p. 131). Another way to say this is that a double scope network 

allows for making connections between conflicting ideas, “with a new organizing structure and 

an emergent meaning of its own” (Joy et al., 2009, p. 46). For example, the Microsoft slogan 

“Where do you want to go today?” does not, in an obvious way, connect to Microsoft and 

information technology. The audience is left to blend the ideas to make meaning: I can travel on 
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the Internet, and Microsoft can get me there with the software they create. Fauconnier and 

Turner (2002) further explain that double-scope networks are capable of operating within strong 

clashes of input frames (p. 131). Metaphors (discussed in more detail below) make use of the 

double-scope networks ability to creatively create meaning by their own definition as “a word or 

phrase for one thing that is used to refer to another thing in order to show or suggest that they are 

similar” (“Metaphor”, 2015). Double-scope networks are of particular interest for my research as 

I integrate how metaphor and analogy are used when attempting to explain a topic into my 

research. 

CBT has been used for rhetorical analyses of advertising texts. Joy, Sherry and 

Deschenes (2009) researched meaning making in advertisements through the application of 

single, and double scope networks. Through analysis of data collected via phenomenological 

interviews, the researchers found participants were able to make sense of an abstract car 

advertisement depicting a truck parked on a mountain with the words “truck shui” on the page by 

applying a double-scoped network approach. Some participants understood the cultural reference 

to Feng Shui, “a Chinese system for positioning a building and the objects within a building in a 

way that is thought to agree with spiritual forces and to bring health and happiness” (“Feng 

Shui”, 2015) simply through the use of the word “Shui”, while others understood a deeper 

cultural reference by the ad’s choice of color pallet. In both cases, participants made the 

connection that the truck was being presented as balanced and harmonious through the creative 

application of conflicting frames presented (Joy et al., 2009, p. 48). CBT has been used to study 

how students create meaning out of abstract concepts (Dreyfus, Gupta, & Reddish, 2015), 

meaning making in advertising (Joy et al., 2009), and translation (Bin, 2009).  
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CBT is not without limitations, but it presents a useful and appropriate starting place for 

this study. In terms of its limitations, Coulson and Oakley (2000) note that, because blending 

theory attempts to account for everything it may, in fact, explain nothing (p. 186). To counter 

this, Fauconnier and Turner offer six “optimality principles” as constraint conditions for their 

blends to work best (as cited by Coulson & Oakley, 2000). Optimality principles are an attempt 

to reign in the broad scope of blending to provide a more orderly approach to the application of 

the theory. However, the structure for satisfying the constraints of these optimality principles is 

inconsistent and weakens their effectiveness (Coulson & Oakley, 2000, p. 186). Although these 

optimality principles are not relevant to my proposed research, it is important to note that there is 

a debate surrounding the value of CBT. Coulson and Oakley contend the most serious weakness 

of CBT is that it can be seen as largely ad hoc, employing “temporary, improvisational 

procedures” when applied to specific moments (p. 192).  

Nonetheless, I contend that the flexibility of CBT’s ad hoc characteristic is appropriate 

for this study as I am exploring individual descriptions of an experience. The input mental space 

concept gave a reference point from which I explored the paths individuals take to navigate 

meaning making. The network model offers a conceptualization of how individuals frame their 

knowledge, and I studied an individual’s use of networks to translate information to others. 

Through the use of questions designed to explore how individuals describe input mental spaces 

and the network model, I coded data thematically to ascertain trends across responses. After 

explaining to interview participants the basics of CBT, I asked open-ended questions (see 

Appendix A for list of questions) that required introspective thought into their experience with 

conceptual blends in a learning situation. The sessions did not require participants to explain 



EXPLAINING “EXPLAINING”: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY 17 
 

using CBT concepts; rather, they encouraged them to reflect on how their teaching and learning 

experience occurred. I did not attempt to predict behavior or experience, but rather to understand 

if there were trends that allow for providing a vocabulary around the phenomena.  

CBT provides a platform to build my framework on; however, it is missing elements that 

are key to my research. The theory outlines mental spaces, known, and unknown elements, and 

describes what blends are but does not focus on the specific blended aha moment. Much like 

how music history and music composition both relate to the study of music but are subsets of the 

subject, CBT and my research brings different perspectives to the subject of communication. I 

contend that the language used to describe how individuals are guided to understanding, as I am 

attempting to describe it, needs additional elements beyond those offered by the CBT platform to 

make it a theory that can be operationalized. In an effort to apply a holistic exploration, the 

additional theories of encoding/decoding and conceptual metaphor will be woven into the CBT 

concepts. 

Encoding Decoding 

 Stuart Hall (1973) presented his encoding/decoding theory in his famous essay Encoding 

and Decoding in the Television Discourse. He argued there that communication between the 

person who encodes and sends the message and the point when it is understood through decoding 

is not guaranteed. Instead of viewing communication as a continuous loop, Hall contended that a 

range of influences such as medium, context, and technology lead to the production and 

consumption of the message (Turner, 2003). This is a significant shift from how previous 

encoding and decoding communication models have been applied as it takes the binary 
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description of a back and forth communicative act and adds the elements described above to 

create an analog process. 

 According to Maras (2008), previous models of communications, notably the Shannon-

Weaver model, do not take into account various aspects of human communication. Whereas 

Shannon and Weaver worked with the transmission of messages from point A to point B, Hall 

considers a communicative loop where the form the message takes and how an event is coded 

into language is of key importance (Maras, 2008). Further, Hall separates encoding from 

decoding, recognizing the communicative process is reliant on sender and receiver participation 

and that this participation is voluntary. A sender can encode a message however they deem fit to 

their goals, but the receiver does not have to decode it with a sender’s intentions in mind (Maras, 

2008). Hall’s reformulation of the decoding process provides a perspective on how audience 

members take an active role in making meaning out of information presented to them, one that 

can effectively be applied to interpersonal communication rather than media cultural studies.  

Hall’s (1973) argument that encoded messages have more than one potential set of 

meanings works well in combination with CBT’s network model, and gives scope for further 

exploring the connected meanings between learner and teacher. It supported my contention that 

teachers must use adaptive blending by moving through the different network models while 

encoding their messages for learners, changing the language they use in order to successfully co-

create meaning between themselves and the learner. The way in which individuals make 

meaning through the application of creative, descriptive language to their message in order to 

explain a complex topic further strengthens the overlay between CBT and encoding/decoding. 
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By blending their encoded concepts with analogy and metaphor, teachers offer multiple ways in 

which their audience (learners) can decode, blend, and create meaning for themselves.  

While CBT provides a theoretical framework for my study and encoding/decoding 

provides a perspective relating to audience involvement in meaning making, they do not provide 

a bridge between sender and receiver, a bridge that accounts for how the language that speakers 

choose to use guides others from unknown to known concepts. It is analogy and metaphor that 

are used to bridge or stitch new ideas together by drawing upon what the audience already knows 

to assist in meaning making (Cornelissen, Holt & Zundel, 2011, p. 1706). 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

 Both CBT and encoding/decoding theories rely on individuals to make comparisons to 

what is known and unknown by them to create meaning. With this element of comparison in 

mind, I looked to rhetorical theories of metaphor and analogy as the third element to build my 

conceptual framework and bring the two theories together. Sims (2003) asserts that an awareness 

of the functions of metaphor, in particular how thought is “shaped and shared,” provides a way 

of discovering the pieces of an individual’s worldview, which Sims describes as “the 

underpinnings of their cognitive and affective experience” (p. 520). Analogy offers a comparison 

between two things that are similar in order to provide clarity (Hayes, 2010) and metaphor, in its 

most simple use, is a figure of speech that compares two unrelated subjects (Billig, 2004). Both 

analogy and metaphor are used for a rhetorical effect. While there are several theories of 

metaphor and analogy, I found CMT aligns well with both CBT and encoding/decoding. To 

combine these concepts with CMT, one can liken a single scope network to an analogy, and a 

double-scope network to metaphor. In relation to Hall’s encoding/decoding, conceptual 
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metaphors take cultural understandings into account. Where CBT rose from cognitive science, 

and encoding/decoding from social psychology (and later applied by Hall to critical cultural 

studies of media), conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) came from cognitive linguistics, and thus 

provides an appropriate bridge between the science of the mind and the study of communication.  

CMT was first presented by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980) in Metaphors We 

Live By. A conceptual metaphor, rather than a figure that is used as a literary or rhetorical device, 

can be used to explain theories, concepts, and ideas. Lakoff and Johnson contend that the 

structure of “conventional metaphors” is rooted in the “ordinary conceptual system of our 

culture” (p. 128). For example, “ideas” can be presented as “people” when saying “he is the 

father of modern biology” (p. 126). In the cultural understanding of parenthood, a person cannot 

literally be a father of an idea but we use the comparison to create understanding. We understand 

that a father is a direct relation to their child and responsible in part for their creation so we can 

infer that the individual is responsible for the creation of modern microbiology. 

Conceptual metaphors contain layered messages outside of the conventional conceptual 

system (p. 128). Lakoff and Johnson (1980) describe these metaphors as imaginative, creative, 

and capable of providing new understanding of our experience (p. 128). When a conceptual 

metaphor is presented, we experience a “reverberation” through our network of “entailments” (p. 

129). Lakoff and Johnson (1980) focus on five points to explain these reverberations and how 

they lead to the creation of new meaning similar to the aha moments I have described. First, 

conceptual metaphors highlight certain features or concepts, while suppressing others (p. 129). 

Second, conceptual metaphors do not only contain complete concepts, but “very specific aspects 

of these concepts” (p. 129). Third, by highlighting important aspects and suppressing others, 
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conceptual metaphors give the concept presented a new meaning. Fourth, as a result of their 

meaning making potential, conceptual metaphors can “sanction actions, justify inferences, and 

help us set goals” (p. 130). Fifth, the meaning created by a conceptual metaphor is determined by 

cultural understanding, as well as personal past experience. 

To illustrate these points, Lakoff and Johnson use the example of the statement “love is a 

collaborative work of art” (p. 129). The concepts of “collaborative work” and “work of art” 

highlight the active aspects of love, while suppressing other aspects through omission (p. 129). 

The example metaphor indicates the aspect of work that requires both “control and letting-go” 

through the use of the word “collaboration” (p.129). If the metaphor contains aspects of love that 

resonate with our individual understanding, then it can become truthful in our reality and we can 

use this truth as a guide (p. 130). By understanding “love is work” to be true, we know that there 

is a specific activity required for love, and collaboration further defines the activity type (p. 130). 

The concept of “love” has different cultural and/or personal significance, as do “work”, 

“collaboration”, and “art” (p. 130). Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue these reverberations are 

caused by conceptual metaphor, making their use appropriate for my proposed research into 

reaching the aha moment. CMT began in cognitive linguistics however the theory can be applied 

anywhere metaphor is used, such as in a teacher/learner relationship (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 

My own experience suggests that teachers may actively use conceptual metaphors to reach a 

meaning making moment with their audience. Further, learners can be guided to understanding 

through the use of conceptual metaphor and draw from their past experiences with other 

conceptual metaphors to inform future decisions.  
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Using a conceptual metaphor is helpful to the work of co-creating understanding because 

it gives teachers the opportunity to provide linkages to the myriad of mental spaces their 

audience has such as their understanding of a concept, cultural background, or personal 

experience. As a learner, the additional avenue to understanding presented through the personal 

and cultural information found in a conceptual metaphor provides opportunity to overlay single 

and double-scope networks from multiple viewpoints to decode the information being presented 

to them, and lead to the aha moment (see Appendix B for an illustration of the process). This 

internal/external process of reviewing external concepts and then comparing them to existing 

internal knowledge to navigate understanding, while abstract to conceptualize, occurs frequently 

during discourse. I believe this research presents a way to show how we guide each other to 

understanding by weaving together the linkages of concepts found in mental spaces with 

metaphor and analogy. 

Conceptual metaphors offer teachers a way to circumvent new complexity by drawing 

from what a learner already knows and guide them to understanding, similarly to how an express 

route on the highway allows a car to avoid traffic but still reach its destination. Worth noting is 

that CMT does have critics, specifically around how metaphor is defined as reviewed in Gibbs’ 

(2011) article “Evaluating Conceptual Metaphor Theory” (p. 533). Gibbs’ work, as well as CMT, 

have been applied outside of the field of cognitive linguistics and used, for example, to study the 

use of creative metaphor by writers (Trench & Minervino, 2015). Glucksberg’s (as cited by 

Gibbs, 2011) argues that the metaphors CMT uses as examples are in fact “dead metaphors” that, 

while once metaphorical, are now instances of polysemy, or the state of having multiple 

meanings (Popping, 2000). Deignan, Stefanowitsch, and Gries (as cited by Gibbs, 2011) argue 
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the distinction between what counts as a metaphorically used word and what counts as a relevant 

source domain in a metaphorical mapping is up for debate. While these disagreements are duly 

noted, this debate is linked to cognitive linguistics, whereas my research is concerned with 

meaning making and translation in communication. The concerns presented by Gibbs (2011) are 

not relevant to my research as individual teachers and learners rely on a multifaceted approach to 

their meaning making processes. With all due respect to Gibbs, dead metaphors that are instances 

of polysemy are invaluable when attempting to bridge blended networks between individuals as 

they provide a broad scope of interpretation. The creative process of finding the linkages 

between one space and the other and bridging them via metaphor and analogy are a key element 

in my approach to this research. 

Summary 

 My research synthesizes the three concepts discussed above to create a theoretical 

framework for exploring both how and why individuals are able to process information for 

themselves and re-process this information for others. Analogy and simplex networks are closely 

aligned in their use of straightforward connections such as “this is like that.” Conceptual 

metaphor and double-scope networks work in conjunction to create meaning from abstract 

concepts. To send and receive concepts, individuals encode/decode information for themselves 

by referencing their knowledge base of culture, experience, and socioeconomic status. They then 

compare what they know with what they believe the audience knows audience in an attempt to 

create a blended space of understanding (see Appendix B for an illustration of the process). This 

referential loop occurs quickly and is not always conscious 
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These three theories formed the framework from which I approached my research, aiding 

me in forming questions for participants that relate back to my research questions. Their abstract 

nature provides an opportunity for broad and intriguing combined application of the concepts 

each theory presents. The literature at present has applied these theories to separately explore 

meaning making and understanding; however, there is a lack of research showing how 

individuals who act as a “middle man” between a concept and another person translate this 

information to make understanding accessible, and what motivates these individuals to help 

others through the combined application of these three theories. I used this synthesis to provide a 

framework for my own research dedicated to understanding, giving language to, and valuing of 

these skills. 

Methods  

This study takes an interpretive epistemological stance to research. The interpretive 

approach is focused on meaning-making processes with the intent to produce qualitative analysis 

of how humans create meaning, and how reality is socially constructed (Bhattacharya, 2008). My 

research is aligned with the interpretive approach as it is driven by a desire to understand how 

individuals construct their reality, specifically how they define the aha moment (Bhattacharya, 

2008). The theories underpinning my study (CBT, Hall’s encoding/decoding, and CMT) can all 

be applied through a constructivist lens as they each contain elements concerned with how 

individuals create meaning through their experiences (Costantino, 2008). The methodological 

design for this study broadly speaking is a phenomenological analysis of meaning making 

between teachers and learners specifically focused on the aha moment based on a first-person 

accounting. Phenomenology uses methods and data collection tools that rest within the 
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interpretive paradigm, namely qualitative data collected through interview (Mackenzie & Knipe, 

2006). Finlay (2012) describes Giorgi’s four core phenomenological characteristics for research 

as rigorously descriptive, phenomenologically reductive, exploring intentional relationships 

between persons, and disclosing the essences of meaning through imaginative variation (p. 18). 

An attempt to discover what is occurring during the co-creation of meaning that leads to an aha 

moment meets each of these characteristics, making a phenomenological approach appropriate 

for this research. 

Using Template Analysis (TA), I examined interview and autoethnographic data to see if 

there are recurring themes that provide an explanatory model describing the processes of 

individuals who guide others to understand a concept using a combination of CBT, 

encoding/decoding, and CMT. Analyzing data with TA provided a framework of recurring 

themes to build an understanding of “rich, unstructured qualitative data” by (Patton, 2002, p. 

546). TA offered an appropriate method for my purpose, as it allowed priori codes to be taken 

from my theoretical framework in order to analyze data (Ray, 2009, p. 120). I built a theoretical 

framework by synthesizing CBT, Encoding/Decoding, and CMT. I used this framework to 

provide what Patton (2002) describes as “conceptual themes” as my priori codes (explained in 

greater detail below), making use of TA’s flexibility to adapt for variations in themes as they 

arise. The intent was to build a model describing how teachers and learners guide each other to 

co-created meaning, or an aha moment by explaining “explaining”.  

Definitions 

  Learners are considered to be individuals who experience a moment of clarity with 

regards to a complicated subject as a direct result of the efforts of another individual. Teachers 
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are considered to be individuals who provide guidance and navigation via linked conceptual 

blends, encoded messages, and rich metaphorical narrative that results in an aha moment of new 

meaning for their audience. “Blends” refer to the blending of input mental spaces as described by 

Fauconnier and Turners (2002) conceptual blending theory.  

Data and Data Gathering 

 This study used semi-structured interviews with key informants to collect two sets of data 

related to participant experience as a learner and as a teacher, and autoethnographic data 

collected in the form of field notes and in-depth journal entries to comprise a third data set.   

Key informants were used as they have both a strong knowledge of communications, my 

area of focus, and are willing to share this knowledge (Patton, 2002, p. 477). For the interviews, I 

sought out communications professionals as my key informants due to their experience and 

expertise within the realm of communication. Using convenience sampling, I recruited a pool of 

6 participants between 20 to 65 years old. I first approached members of my cohort who I have 

identified as key informants and successfully recruited an appropriate group of participants. 

While Brooks, McCluskey, Turley, & King (2015) note TA studies often seek information 

“across” a case by utilizing larger sample sizes than what I used, I determined that my sample 

size would yield themes common to each participant’s experience. Further, Brooks et al. (2015) 

detail a study with a comparative small sample size that produced a detailed final template due to 

the depth of data collected (p. 214). The sample size for this study was kept intentionally small 

as I chose to focus on “depth” of data rather than “breadth” (Patton, 2002, p. 523). Morse (2000) 

explains depth when she describes that a phenomenological study consisting of multiple 

interviews will produce a large amount of data, and require fewer participants. Interview 
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questions focused on situations when participants experienced a moment of clarity or 

understanding due to the assistance of a teacher providing space for participants to reflect on 

their experience and provide detailed accounts. Teachers were asked, for example, to consider 

and describe how they blended concepts, how they encoded/decoded them, and if/when they 

used metaphor to aid in their communication. I used the same approach to investigate and frame 

questions for learners, in a relationship where all participants take dual teacher/learner roles to 

describe the process that leads to the translation of complex concepts. 

 Phenomenological interviews were used as they focus on capturing the lived experience 

of interviewees (Van Manen, as cited by Patton, 2002, p. 433). Thompson et al. (1989) suggest 

that an interview is a powerful method to attain in-depth understanding of another person’s 

experience (p. 138). Tong, Sainsbury, and Craig (2007) note that interviewers can adjust their 

questions to explore additional topics brought into the study by respondents (p. 351). This 

interview format allowed me to describe the aha phenomenon using the details of participants’ 

own personal experience (Patton, 2002, p. 433). Data set 1 consists of phenomenological 

interviews focused on participants’ experience in a “learner” role. I conducted initial interviews 

approximately 60 to 90 minutes long, additional interviews consisting of shorter 30 to 45 minute 

sessions were only required for some individual participants. The initial interviews were longer 

to give time for explaining the proposed framework to participants and to build an environment 

where they are comfortable sharing their personal experience with me (DiCicco-Bloom & 

Crabtree, 2006). Data set 2 consists of information collected from the same group of participants 

as data set 1. Participants were asked open-ended questions relating to their experience in a 

teacher role. These questions provided space for participants to reflect and provide detailed 
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accounts of their experience. The interviews did not take place at different times, but questions 

were specifically directed toward first a learner or teacher theme, so that the interviews would 

yield two distinct data sets (e.g., I asked “tell me about moment when someone helped you 

understand something with great clarity” (learner), followed with “Tell me about a memorable 

moment when you helped someone else understand a topic with great clarity” (teacher)). The 

interviews were conducted online via voice/video chat software and subsequently taped, then 

transcribed manually. Based on the quality of data generated in the first interview and the 

comfort level of participants with the researcher it was decided there would be no need for 

subsequent interviews to reach saturation (Bloom and Crabtree, 2006).  

 My third data set was an autoethnographic study of my own methods of making 

connections and providing translation. Ellis, Ellis & Bochner’s description of autoethnography 

data as noted by Hoppes (2014) describes “discussion, reflection, note-taking, emotional recall, 

and identification of categories and themes yielding a narrative that affords both the inside view 

of a research participant and the outside view of a researcher” (p. 63). To achieve an 

understanding of how I make connections and provide explanations as a teacher, and decode 

information as a learner, I conducted an autoethnographic audit of myself during my Master of 

Arts in Professional Communication (MAPC) Year 2 residency. During this three-week period 

of intense study on campus at Royal Roads University, my cohort came together to attend 

courses, lectures, and seminars while taking part in team-building exercises. I was fully 

immersed in an environment focused on learning and teaching where I collected a significant 

amount of rich and thick qualitative data. I used this time to reflect on my experiences both as a 

learner taking in new information, and as a teacher helping others come to understandings of 
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course materials. To record this data, I maintained a journal of events as they happened (where 

appropriate) as well as an end of day journal entry to provide different viewpoints of events. 

Both the current event journal and end of day observations were transcribed in short hand and 

were expanded upon with my initial passes through the data post-residency. The end-of-day 

report provided reflections that allowed me to expand and elaborate on the information captured 

in the current event journal. I have built a language that provides the “inside” and “outside” 

views of the participant and the researcher through analysis of the data. 

Data Analysis 

I used template analysis (TA) to analyze my data. As noted above, TA involves preparing 

a summarization of priori themes into a coding template, and analyzing data against the template 

(Brooks, McCluskey, Turley, & King, 2015). The template of priori codes and themes 

(assumptions made by the researcher about themes expected to be relevant to analysis) are used 

at the onset but can be modified or discarded depending on their relevance or usefulness in the 

research. The template is then applied to the entire data set with modifications made as each 

piece of data is analyzed. With the final template defined, it is used as the foundations for 

interpretation of my data (“What is template analysis”, 2014). TA provided a flexible approach 

to the interpretation of the rich data I collected via interviews with participants and self-reflective 

journals, allowing for changes to be made before final analysis occurs.  

TA allowed me to compare the varied experiences and perspectives of individuals within 

the context of the teacher and learner role (King, 2004, p. 257). I collected qualitative data with 

the goal of documenting the specific moment when individuals create meaning and what 

motivates individuals to assist in meaning making. Prior to data analysis, I prepared an initial 
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template of priori themes to use as a lens when reviewing data (Gibbs, 2015). The themes of this 

initial template have been formed through the synthesis of the three theories I used to approach 

this research. Initially, I coded data into broad themes such as “input space”, “blend”, “encode”, 

“decode”, “metaphor”, and “analogy.” My intent with these initial themes was to create codes for 

common themes presented in the data I collected; however, I found this initial template to be too 

close to the language used in my three theories and not suitable for use with the data collected. 

Thus, I began modifying my template. The modifications of the template represent extra passes 

through the data sets, ensuring a deep reading of the material. In total I passed through my data 

six times and made revisions to the template until I found a set of core themes that were reflected 

in all data sets. The initial pass occurred in real time during interviews where I took short hand 

notes that would help highlight significant revelations made by participants. This was followed 

by verbatim transcription of the interviews and then a comparison of the “live notes” to the 

transcription to check for recurring themes. I then compared the six sets of interview answers to 

each other, and finally checked the templates themes across all the participant data. Once this 

final template was completed I returned to my autoethnographic data set to compare the template 

to my field notes. 

As I proceeded through initial and subsequent passes, I adjusted the templates’ focus until 

a final set of themes that is consistent across all data emerged (Gibbs, 2015). My analysis coded 

the data based on emergent themes presented in participant responses, I sought out evidence in 

the data of the theoretical framework of CBT, encoding/decoding, and CMT (Thomson et al., 

1989). In total, I finished with five major themes that allowed me to describe the process of 

meaning making, and which I have presented in the Findings section below.  
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Ethics 

 As this research involved human subjects, I ensured an ethical review was performed 

prior to initiating any research. Additional consideration was required given my intention to 

work with participants from my own cohort. Colleen Hoppins at Royal Roads’ Office of 

Research informed me that working with my own cohort was acceptable however my ethical 

review underwent additional scrutiny internally before being forwarded to the appropriate 

external review panel. I provided potential participants with transparency regarding the study 

including the research purpose, identification of the researcher, research procedures, length of 

participation, how findings will be used, possible harms and benefits, and any additional 

information in accordance with the Royal Roads University Ethics department guideline. Willing 

participants were provided with an informed consent letter describing how the purpose of the 

study, how it will work, and outlining the ways their confidentiality will be protected. Analog 

data currently is stored in a locked box and digital data is stored in password-protected files on 

encrypted flash drive. Data will be stored for 2 months beyond my convocation and summarily 

destroyed. I must take similar steps to ensure I, as a participant, am protected through the 

autoethnography portion of my research. The individual rights (voluntary participation, human 

dignity, anonymity, confidentiality, and privacy) of those directly and indirectly involved in this 

study must also be protected. Those directly involved in the study include, but are not limited to, 

researchers, participants, advisory panels, and Royal Roads University. Those indirectly involved 

include, but are not limited to, individuals I interact with during my autoethnographic data 

collection and individuals who identify as either/and teachers or learners in relation to this study, 

or outside the scope of the research. 
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Findings and Discussion 

 Through template analysis and multiple passes through my data, I discovered five themes 

that were concurrent across all three data sets. Here, I describe in detail Theme 1/ Metaphor and 

analogy used to describe understanding, Theme 2/ Cascaded/relational understanding, Theme 3/ 

Coded messages, Theme 4/ Storytelling, and Theme 5/ Knowing your audience with evidence 

provided by my data. I find it is the combination of these themes that guide a learner to 

understanding a new topic. When participants described unsuccessful experiences at reaching 

understanding, one of these themes was either lacking entirely or not applied in a way that was 

effective for the learner. After detailing the themes, I then provide a meta-analysis of my 

theoretical framework, providing a description of how the three theories I have worked with in 

the literature review are intertwined with the major themes below. 

Theme 1 – Metaphor and analogy used to describe understanding. During the 

interview process, participants were asked to describe their feelings related to times when they 

achieved clarity. None of the participants described their moments in a clinical fashion; instead, 

they used descriptive imagery to explain their experience. Several participants described 

commonly used analogies such as “a light bulb going on” or “eureka moment”, while others 

described the feeling as “a grassfire catching.” Others used colorful metaphors to describe their 

experience: one stated, “Maybe you’re digging up the backyard of a particularly tenacious weed 

and you finally haul it out and you’re like ‘ahhhhhh!’, there is a sense of relief” and another 

asked me to ”imagine yourself on a jail cell for instance and somebody opened the door and 

unlocked the door and opened it up and you can now leave when you couldn’t before I think 

that’s the feeling I get when I learn something new.” All participants used some form of 
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descriptive story or image to explain their feelings when achieving clarity. Participants noted that 

metaphor and analogy helped them specifically to understand new material. One participant 

described how during a training session regarding database management, the trainer described 

contacts in the system as “little mannequins where you’re sticking different attributes onto them 

“; the comparison of something she understood (a mannequin) to something abstract (contact 

information) allowed for her to “visualize[d] all of these people as these little mannequins and go 

and search for all the attributes that stick to them”. Another participant described digital media 

was laid out and shown to her in a direct comparison to traditional media. This allowed her to 

understand the abstract nature of digital content in relation to the analog system she was more 

familiar with. Yet another participant described how a quote from a book helped her to 

understand an ethical issue in relation to a business, recalling the quote “the problem isn’t with 

the supply, the problem is with the marketing” and remarking “he kind of turned it into a 

commodity type thing like supply and demand and that was really easy to understand.” 

Participants all used metaphor and analogy to describe how metaphor and analogy helped them 

reach understanding. When analyzing data set 3, I noticed I was referred to as ”Mr. Metaphor” 

by a classmate as he was describing to me how I help him understand topics. With more 

reflection, I took this to mean that I use metaphor and analogy to create a descriptive and 

comparative explanatory model when attempting to guide others to understanding. 

Theme 2 – Cascaded/relational understanding. While participants were able to 

describe a single aha moment, something of note was that all of their specific moments were part 

of a chain of understanding. By chain, I mean to say that the single moment did not exist as an in 

a vacuum, separate from all of their other knowledge. Instead, there were cascaded and relational 
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aspects of their individual aha moment. One participant described being walked through the steps 

of a project to understand what her role was in relation to other objectives. Another participant 

explained that after seeing a series of ads in a campaign, the final billboard was what caused her 

to experience understanding as if she could see the entire picture. When describing how 

understanding is relational to other knowledge, a participant remarked that “something clicks 

into place, like maybe the final puzzle piece or something like that and this knowledge is 

available to you”. Once they obtained clarity, there was a general sense of wanting to share this 

information with the world and to show others how this newfound knowledge and understanding 

relates to other topics.  

I experienced a similar cascaded and relation effect having gone back through my 

autoethnographic notes to study my experience as a researcher. Standing “beside myself” to 

interpret my experience, I found several interactions where there was a cascading relational 

effect in understanding. By understanding a new topic, I could “see” how this topic could not 

only be applied to my current knowledge base, but how it could be used in the future to guide 

others to new meaning. For example, when meeting with a classmate and speaking about 

research topics during residency, I was offering what help I could to clarify her research. She 

was concerned that her topic’s focus on social media was too specific and that she would not be 

able to find examples. I described to her that although the core of her topic was very specific – 

and that was a good thing for research – the concept – social media - was quite broad. I provided 

examples of social media research that while not at all related to her core, could be used 

conceptually to support her research in at a relational level. Another example from my notes is a 

conversation I had with a barber about concepts of “what a job is”. During this conversation we 
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described job roles based on our understandings, but also as another might understand them – 

what is a barber? What is a communicator? What is a consultant? We were applying relational 

understanding to job descriptions and guiding each other to deeper understandings of roles in a 

rapid back and forth learner/teacher conversation by providing our own experiences as examples.  

Theme 3 – Coded messages. Properly coding one’s message for the audience was a clear 

element in successful understanding. Participants described the use of “language” appropriate to 

an audience as a very important element in their reaching understanding. Their descriptions 

indicate they mean that they use the term “language” to describe the way messages have been 

coded for them specifically. One participant remarked “it’s almost like we’re speaking two 

different languages, that, either the words that they’re using, or the way that they are speaking 

even – putting emphasis on different words that can be kind of distracting” when referring to a 

time there was unsuccessful learning. Another noted “she spoke to me in a language that I didn’t 

quite understand”, commenting that she could not make sense of the information presented to 

her. Autoethnographic data also revealed that coding the messages in an appropriate way lead to 

successful meaning making. In a conversation with a classmate regarding their research I coded 

messages in a way that helped guide them to understanding by choosing appropriate language to 

the audience and situation. Reflecting back on this conversation I found that at the time I thought 

of this as ‘reframing’ topics to provide a lens they could see my message clearly through. This 

was a way of coding messages – by providing a language that my classmate understood I opened 

a pathway for understanding. 

Theme 4 – Storytelling. Narrative storytelling was a key component in participants 

reaching understanding. One participant described themselves as a “story learner” and spoke 
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often about how much of an impact storytelling had not only on their understanding of a 

complicated subject but also on their ability to retain information. A participant lamented that 

“there was no metaphor, there was no storytelling,” leading to a failure to reach understanding, 

and a third participant described, “there’s a lot of narrative story telling” when explaining how a 

family member is successful in helping them reach understating. My field notes describe a 

situation where I noted that I used a story to craft a message that guided others to understanding. 

I was one of several speakers in a night of presentations organized by a classmate to share what 

individuals in our cohort excelled at. The evening was designed to provide a networking 

platform where we could learn more about each other and our professional capabilities. I 

delivered a 10-minute talk about what, upon reflection, came to be central to this research and 

chose to speak about how I am adept at connecting seemingly disparate concepts to help others 

understand. When I finished speaking a classmate asked what I wanted to do with this talent and 

before I could answer another answered “be a motivational speaker!” They went on to describe 

how my use of narrative story telling that makes me easy to listen to, and for them to understand 

my messages. They spoke of how my storytelling created an inviting environment for them to 

feel empowered as learners. All of these descriptions outline that storytelling is a significant part 

of successfully guiding someone to understanding. While theory surrounding narrative was not 

used in my framework to analyze data, the strong indication that storytelling is an integral part of 

reaching the aha moment provides an opportunity for additional research with narrative as a 

central focus. 

Theme 5 – Knowing your audience. Responses given by participants indicated that 

having a personal understanding of their audience lead teachers to be more successful in guiding 
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learners to the aha moment. Participants were asked to describe the person that is a confidant to 

them and who repeatedly helps them reach understanding. Participants unanimously chose close 

relatives or partners who “got them”. They all indicated that the person in their life who 

consistently helps them understand brings a different skill set and perspective to problems but 

also that their confidant had a deep understanding of who they were, their likes and dislikes, and 

knowledge base which helped greatly in crafting a message they could understand. Some 

participants noted their “helper” was so effective because they come from a completely different 

background than them and thus. One participant described “I think that’s helpful when people 

that you respect but are quite different can bring a different perspective I think that’s really 

helpful in understanding things.” Another participant offered, “we offer the other person a 

different lens to view problems and see any particular situation”. Field notes indicate I have a 

tendency to ask clarifying questions in order to have a deeper understanding of my audience. 

This allows me to craft a message tailored to their understanding and ideally lead them to 

understanding a new concept. Although similar to Theme 3 (coded messages), knowing your 

audience occurs before coding and provides the groundwork for coding messages. In my field 

notes, I described a conversation I had with a friend regarding proper use of “voice” in writing. 

She was working on a publication for her organization and struggling to code her message 

appropriately. I used examples from our past combined with my different set of skills to describe 

how to conceptualize appropriate voice. This led her to a different understanding of voice in 

speech writing that she trusted, as it was coming from someone who knew her personally. 

Summary. These are the five themes I found to be most evident across all data sets. 

When participants found success I noted that the themes did not work compartmentalized from 
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each other, rather in coordination with each other. The results of this research indicate that the 

proposed synthesis of theories appropriately explain key elements needed to transfer knowledge 

form one individual to another. When used together, the major themes discussed above provide a 

woven approach to successfully guide an individual to understanding. The meta-analysis section, 

offered next, will describe how the five themes described above are woven into the theoretical 

framework I used to examine the “explaining” process. This does not occur in simple and 

systematic steps, but as a dynamic process where themes are found throughout theories. 

Meta-analysis 

 

Figure 1. Graphic representation of meta-analysis metaphor. This figure illustrates how the five 

emergent themes work with the metaphor analysis of my theoretical framework. CBT is 

represented as islands, CMT as bridges, and encoding/decoding as traffic signals.  

Much like my participants, I will use metaphor to interpret my findings, describing how 

the theoretical framework and themes identified above work together through reference to 
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“islands”, “bridges”, and “traffic signals.” CBT uses input mental spaces to describe pockets of 

knowledge in our minds, such that each individual can be said (figuratively) to have a huge 

number of “islands” in their mind that represent their knowledge and unknown knowledge—

islands they have visited and mapped out are known to them. There are islands they are aware of 

but have not yet reached as they have only a cursory knowledge of the subject, and, further still, 

there are islands that they do not even know exist as they are unaware of the topics completely. 

The islands are connected through a series of bridges that have traffic signals on them. Much like 

traveling in a different country, if a driver cannot interpret the signs around them, they will end 

up getting lost.  

The suite of theories, in which I combined CBT, CMT, and encoding/decoding was 

intended to describe how we guide each other to understanding and a key element is the guide 

themself, or the navigator. The navigator an individual who deftly guides others from island to 

island, across bridges, directing the flow of traffic. In order to successfully guide others to 

understanding, the navigator must understand how three main elements of the theoretical 

framework and the five themes work in conjunction. 

Conceptual blending: The islands. The input mental spaces and network model 

described in CBT were evident in participants’ descriptions of their understanding of topics in 

relation to knowledge they had already acquired. When describing the frustrations of not being 

led to understanding by a teacher, participants reflected that it felt like there were missing pieces 

of a larger puzzle, or that they were missing a key to a lock. In the autoethnographic data, I found 

my efforts to guide others to understanding were based on relating a topic to something the 

learner already understood in an attempt to overlap, or blend, new and old knowledge. Based on 
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the data gathered, I contend there is a deeply engrained sense of connectivity between known and 

unknown knowledge and to successfully guide others to understanding one must have a 

foundational knowledge of what their audience already knows. This is directly related to Theme 

2/ cascaded/relational understanding, and Theme 5/ knowing your audience.  

Conceptual metaphor: The bridge. Participants were unanimous in describing the need 

for metaphor and analogy to aid them in understanding a concept, a finding which connects to 

Theme 1/ metaphor and analogy used to describe understanding. Several participants described 

how either rhetorically or directly comparing concepts aided in their understanding and were 

essential elements when learning from a storyteller, thus eliciting Theme 4/ storytelling. As 

noted above, field notes collected during residency showed how I use comparison, with one 

classmate even calling me “Mr. Metaphor” for my ability to weave metaphor into conversations 

effectively. Participants indicated that metaphor and analogy needed to be appropriate for the 

subject they were learning about which links into Themes 2 and 3, or cascaded/relational 

understanding and coded messages. These rhetorical devices served as figurative bridges 

between islands, providing connectivity between known and unknown spaces while also 

delivering a sense of the familiar. Instead of learning an entirely new concept, an individual’s 

understanding is bridged between islands via comparative storytelling, creating linkages to new 

islands. 

Encoding/decoding: The traffic signs. Participants all expressed frustration when they 

were unsuccessful in learning a new topic, or teaching a topic to someone else. Several 

participants indicated they felt they were “speaking a different language”. This description 

connects to Theme 3/ coded messages, and Theme 5/ knowing your audience. Participants were 
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clear that, when they could not understand the language presented to them, they could not reach 

understanding. One might be able to see an island and the bridge that can get them there, but 

without being able to read and interpret the traffic signs, they will never reach their destination. 

Successfully coded messages contained a sense of the familiar for participants. They did not feel 

like they were struggling to a destination, but were instead on a journey of combined known and 

unknown that would lead them to new understanding. 

Discussion  

This study sought to document the processes used by individuals to transfer knowledge to 

others to guide meaning making and, when these processes were understood, operationalize the 

processes in order to make the system available to professionals. The major themes from my data 

analysis combined with the metaphoric synthesis of my chosen suite of theories using the system 

outlined above have provided me with a way to describe how to “explain explaining”.  

To begin, teachers must have an understanding not only of their topic, but also their 

audience (theme 5). Teachers must have at the least a basic understanding of their audience’s 

background. This is important as teachers need to know not only where they want learners to go, 

but where they have been. Relational understanding (theme 2) indicated that participants were 

more successful in reaching understanding if they could combing new knowledge with existing 

knowledge. Thus, themes 5 and 2 fall under the CBT umbrella of The Islands, a teacher as a 

guide must have a map to navigate their travelers. Next, teachers must create pathways to 

understanding by using storytelling (theme 4) combined with metaphor and analogy (theme 1) to 

bridge islands together. This process falls under CMT where teachers use metaphor and narrative 

as descriptive examples to guide learners to new islands. Finally, teachers need a way for their 
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travelers to understand the messages (theme 3) they are sending which brings us to 

encoding/decoding as traffic signs.  

By analyzing the data collected, I have found that using elements of CBT, CMT and 

Encoding/Decoding in parallel as I have suggested provides a framework that adequately 

describes how teachers guide learners to the aha moment of understanding. I found the processes 

involved to be complex in their nature and the data I collected indicates there is not a ‘step-by-

step’ layout to describe guided understanding but instead an intricate ebb and flow of messaging. 

I am confident my method of framing explaining how we explain provides a roadmap worthy of 

further discussion. My data and analysis indicate that I have built a framework that can be used 

as an additional tool for communications professionals to add to their kit when attempting to 

explain complex topics to audiences.  

Conclusion 

The ability to articulate and operationalize a complex process that seems innate to some 

is incredibly valuable for others who may have never considered the method before. Adding 

language to how we explain things in a way that is digestible by others will allow for the very 

thing I have been researching – explaining “explaining”. By likening the moment of successful 

explaining to a teaching moment, and then exploring how teachers and learners guide each other 

to understanding through a tri-partite theoretical framework, I have discovered a method that can 

described to others to assist them in empowering both “teachers” and “learners”. I believe this 

research is a starting point for a deeper analysis of how this suite of theories can aid others in 

effectively guiding others to understanding new concepts. I have pivoted from a strictly 

academic description of processes into a metaphoric one in order to describe the effectiveness of 
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this approach by applying it at the same time. This research has provided me with a vocabulary 

to describe a complex and dynamic process either by describing theories and themes in technical 

terms, or via a metaphor. Using my findings, I am able to “explain explaining” to others. 

Communications practitioners can use my theoretical framework and accompanying themes as 

an additional approach to guide others to understanding.  

This inquiry does have its limitations. For example, I focused on andragogy, not 

pedagogy. I consciously chose to exclude youth and/or minors as participants due to ethical and 

scope considerations. Further, I limited participant descriptions to a single example of meaning 

making which provides insight into processes without overwhelming me with data. Aiming for 

the smaller size of effective interview groups allowed me to have two separate data sets that are 

still appropriate to provide rich, thick data (Marshall et al., 2013). Additionally, I limited the 

focus of this study to the aha moment, specifically when an individual has a moment of clarity, 

as I cannot account for all the variables of human interaction within the scope of this study.  

As a final note, I would like to again note that this system of guided meaning making is 

not prescriptive, but dynamic. There is a constant stream of check and balance occurring during 

guided meaning making. Navigators must refer to their islands of knowledge in order to chart a 

path for their audience that effectively leads to knowledge transfer. In this research, in my role as 

a navigator, I have attempted to guide others through this research to an island where they can 

understand how to explain explaining. The remarkable complexity of knowledge transfer is 

inherently difficult to capture and describe and this research is one approach that can be taken in 

demystifying a complicated subject so others can operationalize the concepts I have explored.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions 

Questions will be open ended, with follow up clarification questions asked as required. 

Additional questions may come about organically through conversation between participants and 

myself. 

Questions for Learners 

1. Tell me about a moment when someone helped you understand something with great 

clarity. 

2. If you recall, what were you thinking when you understood the concept? 

3. How would you describe an aha moment? 

4. Who was involved in your aha moment? 

5. Did you understand the topic immediately when a teacher was talking to you, or was 

there a delay in understanding? 

a. How long was the delay? 

b. Did anything else occur that helped you understand the topic? 

c. Where were you when you had clarity? 

6. Would you consider your experience positive, negative, or neutral? Why? 

7. Where there any phrases that helped you understand a topic? 

8. How would you describe your feeling when you achieve clarity? 

9. Are there specific stories, images, comparisons, or examples that were used to help you 

understand a topic? If yes, what are they and how do they help? 
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10. Is there a person in your life who helped you understand topics frequently? Describe the 

ways in which they helped you. 

11. Tell me about a time a teacher failed to guide you to understanding 

12. Have you experienced an aha moment today in this group? 

13. Do you have any questions for me? 

Questions for Teachers 

1. Tell me about a memorable moment when you helped someone else understand a topic 

with great clarity 

2. How would you describe an aha moment? 

3. Who was involved in your aha moment? 

4. Would you consider your experience positive, negative, or neutral? Why? 

5. What prompted you to help someone else understand a topic? 

6. How would you describe your feeling when you assist someone else achieving clarity? 

7. Are there specific stories, images, or examples you use to help others understand a topic? 

If yes, what are they and how do you use them? 

8. Tell me about a time when you failed to guide an individual to understanding. 

9. Have you helped created understanding today in this focus group? 

10. Do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix B 

 
Figure 2. A teacher has a concept, represented as a circle on the left, he wishes to share with a 

learner. The learner does not understand the concept, represented as the “?” on the right. 

 

 

Figure 3. Internally, the teacher works through the connected input mental spaces described by 

CBT to find a route from the concept being discussed to the learner. Each input mental space is 

connected to various others in multiple ways. The teacher must find an appropriate route based 

on his understanding of the learner in order to encode the message successfully. 

 

 

Figure 4. The teacher finds a satisfactory roadmap to understanding between the concept and 

learner via interconnect input spaces. The teacher begins to encode a message for the learner. 
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Figure 5. The teacher guides the learner from space to space by weaving the descriptive language 

of CMT metaphor and analogy  

 

 

Figure 6. If successful, the learner decodes the message and now understands the concept. This 

concept becomes a new, known, input mental space for the learner 
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