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Foreword to the English edition 
This book was first published in French in 1994. It has been a training support to numerous 
researchers as well as practitioners, such as teachers, health workers, personal or sport trainers. 
Since then, it has constantly been republished and a glossary has been added in 1998. This 
version is the first complete edition of the book in English.  
There is also an Italian translation available since 2002 and a Spanish version is in preparation. 
The main idea of this new interview technique is to help a teacher, a supervisor or a researcher 
to guide the student, the practitioner or the subject to give a fine retrospective description of an 
action. As it is only the subject that has access to this mental or physical action, the goal is to 
help the subject with the verbalization, putting the implicit knowledge of this action in words. 
Yet, to achieve this verbalization, we need guidance, because we don't know how to give such 
a description ourselves. If we leave the interviewee without guidance, he risks remaining in the 
implicit, speaking in a general way, or in an incomplete or imprecise way, commenting instead 
of describing.  
The explicit and precise description we aim is the opposite of the implicit, meaning a fine, 
detailed and complete way of putting the action in words. The final aim is to elucidate what the 
subject did to seek his goal 
The name of this technique "explicitation interview" poses a problem among the Anglophones, 
since the concept of "explicitation" has an undesired meaning that interferes with the sense I 
have given to it. From the first publications in English, with Francisco Varela and Natalie 
Depraz, for example in our co-authored book "On becoming aware" and in the Journal of 
Consciousness Studies, we have chosen to keep the name "explicitation interview", considering 
that it would probably be easily understood by the Anglophone academic public. 
Several years later, some researchers attempted to improve the translation by suggesting 
"elicitation interview”. Since the term fitted the idea of elucidating, the proposition pleased us. 
However, after a careful search on the Internet, we realised that this name was already in use in 
the U.S. by another well-established professional practice, and we therefore had to renounce its 
usage. 
More recently, other researchers proposed "micro-phenomenological interview" (Claire 
Petitmengin). At first, I did not oppose, but as time went by, I found that this denomination was 
too technical, too limited to the field of research, too much belonging to phenomenological 
philosophy, that is secondary to my project. This name, finally, excluded the whole area of 
practical intervention. Consequently, I have chosen to keep the term "explicitation interview" 
as such, with the idea that it will gradually settle in the academic culture. 
Alongside the translation of this book, numerous articles on the development of the 
explicitation interview have been published and several English translations are available on 
academia.edu or research gate. 
In a paradoxical way, this book will hardly help to really learn the techniques of the explicitation 
interview, just as much as a book on swimming will not teach you how to swim. The only way 
to learn the explicitation interview is by practicing in training sessions.  
 Enjoy the reading! 
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Foreword:	Twenty	years	after...	

	

	
	 The	first	edition	of	this	book	was	published	in	September	1994,	after	several	years	
of	fine-tuning	the	explicitation	interview	method	(roughly	since	1986.)	The	many	training	
courses	 held	 during	 this	 period	where	 of	 great	 importance.	 They	made	 it	 possible	 to	
systematically	 clarify	 and	 refine	 each	 of	 its	 components,	 in	 response	 to	 the	 needs	 of	
trainees.	

	 Everything	 that	 is	 written	 about	 the	 different	 techniques	 I	 developed	 remains	
essentially	 pertinent	 and	 has	 not	 changed:	 the	 importance	 of	 focusing	 on	 a	 singular	
concrete	moment	of	lived	experience	rather	than	on	the	theory	or	on	the	representations	
of	this	experience;	fundamental	nature	of	guiding	to	evocation	remembrance:	identifying	
the	descriptive	verbalizations	and	their	fragmentation,	to	just	name	the	essentials.	
	 The	subtleties	of	 the	questioning	have	evolved,	however.	For	example,	research	
carried	 out	with	 a	 group	 of	 academics	 and	 practitioners	 by	GREX	 (research	 group	 on	
explicitation),	founded	in	June	1991	with	Catherine	Le	Hir,	identified	some	relevant,	more	
effective	 formulations	of	 interview	questions.	We	also	 improved	and	 systematized	 the	
identification	of	fragmentation	or	the	amplification	of	qualifications,	taking	into	account	
the	layers	of	lived	experience.		

	 The	evolved	theoretical	framework	aims	to	give	meaning	to	the	effectiveness	of	aid	
to	 explicitation	 practices,	 whether	 in	 the	 development	 of	 the	 phenomenology	 of	
consciousness,	 the	 awakening	 of	 the	 passive	 memory,	 the	 taking	 into	 account	 of	 the	
modeling	of	attention,	a	better	understanding	of	the	perlocutionary	effects,	or	the	current	
resumption	of	reflections	on	the	plurality	of	places	of	consciousness.	All	these	theoretical	
advances	 were	 presented	 in	 the	 book	 Explicitation	 and	 Phenomenology,	 published	 in	
2012,	 which	 also	 contains	 a	 few	 autobiographical	 chapters	 that	 will	 help	 the	 reader	
understand	the	history	behind	the	creation	of	the	explicitation	interview	in	relation	to	my	
own	intellectual	approach	and	my	practical	experiences.	A	number	of	videos	(in	French),	
posted	on	YouTube	in	2013,	features	themes	such	as	the	beginnings	of	the	explicitation	
interview,	my	interaction	with	practitioners,	the	crucial	role	of	evocative	memory.	More	
videos	are	currently	in	preparation.	 	
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1 
Interview technique 

and explicitation of action 
 
his book presents the theoretical and practical bases of a particular interview 
technique: the explicitation interview. 
 What is an interview technique? It is a set of listening techniques which 

includes questions, reformulations, silences founded on an analysis grid of what has 
been said and of rekindling interviewee formulations that aim to help, to accompany 
the verbalization of a particular field of experience related to various personal or 
institutional goals. 
 
 It can be useful to learn an interview technique, even if one doesn’t conduct interviews 
as such 
  This is the case, for instance for teachers, trainers, educators, who may 
have the opportunity to seek information, or to help someone else to self-inform, 
outside a setting of a formal appointment. 
Collecting information can be done in a classroom or in small practice-analysis groups 
or remedial classes. The use of a questioning technique is not reserved to a one-to-
one interview situation. 
 However, many interview techniques already exist: the Piagetian interview, 
Rogers’s non-directive interview, survey interview, etc. There are also a number of 
interviews defined, not by a technique, but by their goal or their function: for example, 
vocational guidance, appraisal and recruitment meetings. 
 The specificity of the explicitation interview is to aim for the verbalization of 
action. On the one hand, because knowing the detailed sequence of an action brings 
a lot of valuable information and, on the other hand, because verbalization of the 
action raises challenges that have been underestimated and that need, in order to be 
overcome, the use of a very accurate questioning technique that has to be learned. 
 In all activities that require tasks to carry out (school exercises, professional 
activities, remediation, practice analysis), the explicitation interview is important to 
analyse the causes of errors or dysfunctioning, or what constitutes success and 
expertise. It is important to know the course of the task execution because only 
knowing the final end is not sufficient to diagnose the nature and the cause of a 
difficulty or of an outstanding achievement. If “action” is the accomplishment of a 
task, the explicitation interview seeks to obtain the description of the process of that 
action, it the way it has actually been carried out. 
 Furthermore, this unfolding of an action is the only reliable source of inferences 
that can be made to highlight the reasoning involved in accomplishing it (which is 
different from the reasoning involved when not engaged in the action), to identify the 
goals actually pursued (often distinct from those we imagine we pursue), to locate the 
theoretical knowledge effectively used in practice (which is often different from the 
ones mastered in a classroom), and to grasp the representations or preconceptions 
that are at the origin of difficulties. 
 
 My focus is on verbalizing action because it seems to me that it is an extremely 

T		
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important source of information and has so far not received the attention it deserves. 
However, several difficult challenges need to be met in order for verbalization to be 
successful. 
 Firstly, action is, for a large part, an autonomous knowledge and by 
construction it contains a crucial part of know-how in action, which is non-conscious. 
In other words, any action entails an implicit part in its implementation that is specific 
for the person performing it. Discovering this implicit knowledge in order to obtain a 
detailed description of the course of action carried out, led me to give this particular 
name to the technique I developed: the explicitation interview. 
  
 The second difficulty is that we do not commonly verbalize an action: we have 
never been trained to do so. What comes first, spontaneously, when talking about an 
action, are judgments, comments, generalities or the description of the circumstances 
in which it took place. Verbalizing an action requires help. To obtain it we need support 
and guidance. 
 
 The third difficulty is that efficient techniques to bring such help are widely 
counter-intuitive. It means that what comes spontaneously to mind to bring this help 
is precisely what risks creating the worst obstacles! Not only is guidance needed, but 
also it is also necessary to learn its techniques. 
 
 We could yet mention a fourth difficulty, which is not specific to verbalizing an 
action but is common to all questionings a posteriori, after the event: it concerns 
memory and the quality of the recollection of facts. 
 
 Historically the techniques aimed at helping the explicitation of action can be 
situated in a double perspective. I began to develop them from ground problems, 
mainly in the context of error analysis workshops, looking for feedback on exercises 
carried out in training courses and in activity-analysis in the field of Work Psychology. 
Seen from this first perspective, the explicitation interview is the result of the 
formalization of an empirical technique.  
 But this formalization has been nourished by my research interests: the study 
of the process of action as a source of inference for the analysis of intellectual 
functioning, by Piaget’s theories of awareness, by the methodology of observation 
and use of traces and observables, and by my knowledge of the psychology authors 
of the early 20th century. In this second perspective, explicitation is a central research 
topic of my work at the CNRS1. Explicitation, by the same time, is studied, in a 
scientific way, for its theoretical grounding and its ongoing development by an 
international research group2: the GREX (Groupe de recherche sur l'explicitation – 

                                                
1 CNRS : Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, i.e.  The national French 
centre for scientific research. 
2 GREX was established in 1988 and since 1991 is a 1901 Law Association. It 
publishes a  
review “Expliciter” accessible through the Site GREX: www.grex2.com and 
numerous publications of members, theses and papers using the explicitation 
interview.  
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Research Group on Explicitation). 
 
 In this first chapter, after a brief summary, I will present the key considerations. 
 
 First of all, it seems essential to me to remind ourselves that we do not rely only 
on verbalizations to understand and analyse the process of an action. On the contrary, 
verbalizations often come as a complement to information brought by what can be 
gleaned from the observation (if there is an observer) and from the traces of the 
implementation of the action (draft version of text, remaining intermediary outcomes 
action). 
  In the field of pedagogy, I will propose an analysis of the evolution of practices 
based on questioning, to understand the progressive awareness of the necessity to 
develop appropriate interview techniques better (there have been pioneers for a long 
time using Carl Rogers’ techniques). 
 
I will distinguish three large goals that give meaning to the explicitation of the action: to get 
informed, to help someone else to self-inform, to teach someone else how to self-inform. 
 I will end with a presentation of the whole book. 
 
Traces, observables and verbalizations  
 Before coming specifically to verbalizations, we need to locate them among 
other potential means. 
The observables  
 A material or mental activity is translated by observable behaviours, like, for 
instance, what the pupil is looking at (what document, what page) or what he doesn’t 
take into account. One of the characteristics of these observables is that they are 
transitory: to observe them, one has to be present. On another hand, they are never 
obvious: it means that to be noticed, memorised, you need to expect them, you need 
to be in the project to observe them because they are meaningful. That is one of the 
rules of observation: what is perceived is what we already have a “theory” for, or more 
simply, what makes sense for us. The observables can be collected by means of 
records (sound or image): so they become artificially created traces. The advantage 
is that it then becomes possible, thanks to repeated visioning and a written 
transcription, to observe previously unexpected aspects. 
 
The major drawback is that exploitation of these records is a very heavy job and is 
easier to integrate in a research work than in the action of giving a lesson to a 
classroom where the feed-back needs to be fast enough.  Unless the recording of the 
activity and its exploitation are the very objective of the group, as it used to be the 
case with micro-learning techniques and in pedagogy laboratories integrating a video 
circuit.3 
 
The traces 

                                                
3 See thesis of Faingold N., 1993, « Décentration et prise de conscience. Étude de dispositifs 
d’analyse des situations pédagogiques dans la formation des instituteurs », université de Paris 
X-Nanterre. 
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Traces are material clues, more or less permanent, produced by the activity. For 
instance, drafts, intermediate or final answers noted on paper are traces while the 
notion of observable could bring the idea of something obvious (You only need eyes 
to see). As its name says, the trace is only partial information of the activity that 
produced it. The question of knowing what information a trace can testimony is at 
once problematic, in the sense that it supposes necessarily an interpretation to give 
meaning. 
 

The use of traces and of observables in the analysis of the procedures of the 
pupils is a very precious source of information, at the same time directly, for what they 
are testifying and indirectly, as far as they can corroborate the information that will be 
brought by the verbalizations. Often, this will lead to modify the task or the exercise 
proposed to the pupil in order to increase the production of observable and traces 
(make the approach more “public” by increasing the behavioural translations of the 
intellectual functioning involved in the accomplishment of the exercise), or to amplify 
them (make them more visible, more easy to observe and more permanent: for 
instance: suppressing the use of the pencil in drafts to make the intermediary steps 
present, without the possibility of masked corrections or rubbing out.)  
In a research context, traces and observables are complementary data that are 
essential to be available. In the context of didactical daily activity, and to use them 
remains valuable, even if one knows to use an interview technique. 
 
Verbalizations 
 Nonetheless, many training, or teaching activities leave few traces (only the 
final result, for instance, so that we don’t know anything about the process) and 
produce few observables (mental resolution of a problem). In other situations, nobody 
was present to record the possibly available observable (work at home, absence of 
the teacher at the right moment, or at the right place in a training, impossibility to 
observe everything at the same time in a classroom, accident analysis in work 
psychology). Verbalization is then the only source of information. 
 
 Observables, traces and verbalizations don’t have a truth-value by themselves. 
None of them possesses an internal evidence power. Traces and observables are 
worthy to come under public observation (many observers can make the same report), 
their value as information depends on the interpretation one gives to them, i.e. their 
meaning. And what a remains always delicate is to validate the interpretative 
framework, which is to establish the validity of the theoretical setting on which the 
meaning relies. Verbalizations, on that point of view have no privileges, nor positive, 
nor in a critical sense. The fact that the interviewed person is verbalizing information 
about her approach doesn’t give them automatically a value of truth. On the other 
hand, the a priori critique of the subjective speech (in the sense of belonging to the 
person) is not right either. Data of verbalizations, to be validated, have to be put in 
relation with other data that will corroborate them or not, but furthermore, and this is 
the main theme of this book, they can be requested and recorded in such a way that 
it increases a priori their validity (that increases the probability that they reflect the 
reality of what happened). 
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From interrogation to questioning:  
Evolution of the needs 
 
 However, do not believe that the use of verbalizations is evident, the current 
situation is the result of an evolution, particularly in didactics and it is interesting to 
evoke it for a while. 
 Through a review of papers and books on educational field for the last forty 
years, one can realize that this view didn’t arise easily and, especially, the collecting 
of verbalization in the perspective of an authentic questioning.4 
 
From interrogation… 

Indeed, till the years seventies, the only concept used was the one of 
interrogation or interrogative methods, interrogative pedagogy. The claimed goals 
(still valuable and meaningful) were to make the class livelier, to establish dialogue 
instead of being dogmatic, to arouse intellectual activity by questions creating doubt, 
contradiction, uncertainty, creating obstacle, guiding this activity by paying attention 
to inconsistencies, complementary data.  
Other ideas were expressed around the wish to make the pupil more autonomous by 
developing his tendency for questioning the reality, to prepare the beginning of a 
classroom session by an introductory interrogation. But the purpose of such an 
interrogation was also to evaluate, by verifying that the teacher was getting the 
“wished answer”. 
 
 From this collection of materials, several facts emerge: 
 
- The concept of interrogation was the only one in use, the concept of questioning will 
appear only later with new goals. 
- In no text are mentioned technical aspects of questioning or listening. The only 
valuable aspects concern the aimed goals, the expected effects, and typologies of 
differentiated pedagogical situations. What concerns the means is occulted, 
essentially as it seems to me, because supposedly obvious and it shouldn’t need any 
learning process; at most the acquisition of a sufficient professional experience would 
be enough. 
 - All these goals presuppose that the teacher doesn’t learn anything from the pupil’s 
answer. At the best, he checks the fact that the pupil knows the answer. But, 
fundamentally, all interrogative proceedings are pedagogical tricks. They never aim 
the acquisition of information that the teacher doesn’t possess and that could be 
available by questioning the pupil. 
 
 In the years eighty, a new need is coming up: to understand the intellectual 
functioning of the singular pupil, to be able to describe and analyse the internal 
coherence of the production of his errors (rather than only the description of the 

                                                
4 This reflection benefits from the work led with the research group on the 
explicitation of the IREM Lyon: J. Croisier G. Fourmont,M. Simonet, G. Germain. 

10



	

deviation from a norm). But to answer to this need, the teacher has to acquire 
information that only the pupil can furnish. It is a consequent reversal attitude. Indeed, 
the teacher from a familiar “high” relational position: he is the only possessor of 
knowledge, the only regulator of the classroom’s activity, moves to a position 
centered on the pupil. From a position of dispensator of knowledge (he remains so of 
course), he becomes more and more animator, interviewer and even birth attendant 
of the pupil’s implicit knowledge. It is a transformation of the job in the sense of a 
widening of the functions performed. 
 
 
When we begin to talk about interview techniques 
 
 As questioning substitutes for interrogation, it marks the pursuit of new goals 
and thus new preoccupations appear about the interview’s techniques. 
 
The non-directive interview and the influence of Carl Rogers 
 
 In the fields of pedagogy or psychology, the interview techniques were 
essentially influenced by the non-directive interview developed on the basis of Carl 
Rogers’ work5. It seems to me that whatever can be the differences brought later by 
other techniques, a common stream exists for all these approaches which has been 
successfully systematized, from the beginning, by that approach. 
 
Three issues can summarize this common denominator: 
 - The concept of the listening attitude, with its paradoxical aspect, as it is 
mainly a way to designate all that makes us deaf to someone’s speech. The writings 
of Porter, especially, systematized the pinpointing of the attitudes that close us to the 
listening of the other: this can be caused by our will to identify ourselves to the 
problem or by the intention of counselling without letting the other express his 
difficulty. Among the teachers, such a deafness to what the pupil says can often be 
encountered: due to a permanent filtering operated in function of the normative aspect 
of what should have been done, or due to the way the teacher proceeds. Each person 
wishing to train to an interview’s technique must go through a time of training, 
involving her personally, during which she can become aware of her own “deafness 
attitudes” so that she can regulate herself by taking them into account in the 
conducting of a speech exchange. 
 
 - Very close to the precedent issue is the handling of silences. The non-directive 
approach underlined the interest of silence moments. In its reflections about the 
interviewer’s attitudes, it puts attention to how they may make us feel uncomfortable, 
insecure and how important it was to learn to handle these moments of silence quietly 
in order to accompany the other on his way to bring his experience into words. 

                                                
5 For example Rogers C. Le développement de la personne, Paris, Dunod, 1968 
Porter E. H. An introduction to therapeutic counselling. Boston, Mifflin, 1950 
Peretti A. de, Libertés et relations humaines, Paris, Epi, 1976  
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 - Finally, no interview technique can ignore the simplicity and effectiveness of 
reformulation techniques used by Rogers and formalized by his students. Whatever 
the objective of the information collection is, the “simple” technique consisting in 
reformulating a part of what the other said (echo reformulation), without more, waiting 
that he develops or gives precisions, is very productive.  
The reformulation under the form of a summary of what has been said (clarifying 
reformulation), preceded by an expression inviting the other to check whether the 
interviewer’s reformulation was close enough to the interviewed person’s thoughts: 
“If I understand correctly…” is more delicate to realize. Indeed, the interpretation’s 
risks are multiplied: on the one hand directly by the reformulations we are going to 
use, on the other hand, indirectly, by on what we choose to reformulate. 
 
 However, the non-directive interview technique has a different objective from 
the one I pursue. If Rogers is aiming for an explicitation objective as well (that’s not 
his vocabulary: I speak so to clarify the difference), he does it by putting into words 
the authentic emotion. This objective is full of meaning and interest, but a few other, 
more distinct and very interesting, also exist. Beside the experience of emotion, there 
is, for example, the experience of action. This other lived experience corresponds to 
another verbalization field than the Rogerian approach: it will be explored in a 
privileged way by the explicitation questioning. 
The educational dialogue  

Another contribution, more modest, to the debate on the interview techniques is 
the one of A. de La Garanderie6, about « the educational dialogue ». What seems to 
me judicious, and by what he is undoubtedly a pioneer, in the educational field 
anyway, is the questioning of the pupil about “What does he do in his head” and the 
kind of internal signifiers used by the pupil in his evocation. But, remaining on the 
ground of questioning, his technique is centered on the identification of predefined 
benchmarks corresponding to his analysis in terms of “learning profiles”. 
Consequently, the whole questioning is structured (in any case, in the examples the 
author gives to know) in an alternative way: “Is it more like this…or more like that?” 
The activity proposed to the pupil is recognition of what he identifies in the 
interviewer’s proposals as corresponding to his own reality. The approach is 
consistent in the relationship between a predefined grid and a way of questioning. In 
the technique I will propose, the objective will be to help the student, child or adult, 
to formulate in his own language, the content, the structure of his actions and of his 
own private thinking. To aim this goal effectively, it is important to avoid questions 
under alternative forms. For the interviewee, they bring too much risk of hindering him 
and of preventing the awareness of his own intellectual functioning. For the 
interviewer, he is likely, while proposing alternatives, to find himself trying to invent 
the other’s reality, and doing so he refers to his own experience and projects his own 
functioning.  
 
 

                                                
6 Garanderie A. de La, Le dialogue pédagogique, Paris, Le Centurion, 1987. 
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The contribution of the bio-energy therapeutic techniques  
 
 The most important contribution to the development of interview techniques is 
coming from the field of corporal-emotional psychotherapies, more or less directly 
linked to the influence of Wilhelm Reich. These contributions are like a huge mosaic 
of proposals on specific information taking, on analysis of language games, on 
inventions of formulations facilitating the access to autobiographic memory etc. 

Two facts make these contributions not very visible. First of all, unlike the 
Rogerian approach that led directly to an interview technique (non-directive interview), 
the contributions of these therapeutic techniques never show up as interview 
techniques as such. They are listed in the “help-to-change techniques.” They are 
essential facets to the success of the therapeutic action, but they are not presented 
or detailed as “interview techniques”. For the transfer, the use, the formalization, we 
need to abstract them from the context in which professionals learn them and from 
the intentions that govern their implementation with a client. In addition, being taught 
by practice, used by professional whose concern is more about efficiency than 
theorization, they have not been written in order to formalize them. Till now, they can 
be accessible and learned only by an approach of personal training in this very 
context7. Thanks to my training as a psychotherapist, I have had the opportunity to 
experience concretely and to train myself to such techniques.  By my job as a 
researcher, I have tried to thematise them (defining and formulating) and to transport 
them from the field of psychotherapy towards the fields of training and ergonomics. 
Indeed, these techniques were invented and worked out in the field of psychotherapy 
to meet imperative needs and because the therapeutic framework encourages and 
allows great creativity in the practices. 
  
 But the psychological behaviours so requested are based on mechanisms that 
are not specific to the therapeutic situation. What is specific is, on the one hand, the 
professional responsibility commitment contract linked between the client and the 
therapist and, on the other hand, the contents that are discussed: traumatic situations 
and, consequently, the intense emotional investment attached to it. To intensely 
remember a past situation can be linked with an ordinary school situation, but if it 
means intensely remembering mourning or a traumatic situation, then we are in 
another relational situation and in another commitment between the present persons. 
Basically, leading a vivid evocation is the same in both situations. If I know a technique 
facilitating that evocation, and this technique has been developed in the context of 
the therapeutic field, its use out of that framework doesn’t create a therapeutic 
situation! We here encounter another example of practices linked historically with a 
field of application (they were conceived within that past field), without an inseparable 
link between them. One can thus legitimately and appropriately use them in other 

                                                
7 My knowledge of this area is part of a research project that I submitted to the CNRS in 1984 by which I was 
funded, in part, for practical training of psychotherapist. The basic idea was to find new ways to be able to take 
into account the normal non-conscious dimension (as opposed to neurotic) in the study of intellectual 
functioning.  
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contexts. 
 
Three major goals for the explicitation interview 
 
 
 The origin of these techniques has to be placed at the time when a response 
imperatively imposed itself, as an answer to the emergent need and interest in 
accurate knowledge of individual thought processes, implemented in the completion 
of a task. This approach concerns a wide range of people: pupils, students, adult 
trainees, and individuals in a professional training or in development. That will put me 
in trouble to name the interlocutor. By convention, most often I will use the term 
interviewee or subject, except when the examples focus on a type of well-defined 
subject. 
 
 
 

The aims pursued, whatever people, will be threefold: 
- Help the interviewer to get informed, 
- Help the student to self-inform, 
- Teach him to self-inform 
 
To get informed: error analysis, expertise, research 
 
 For example, after performing exercises, one of the problems is to 
understand errors produced by the trained. The analysis compares the expected 
response, i.e. the reference to the standard, which gives information on the difference 
in the result, but often does not explain how the error occurred, and therefore how to 
design a remediation. To provide specific support, we must get to know the steps of 
how to realise the exercise. For this, besides the traces we may have (drafts, 
intermediate results), much information can be given by the student himself if he 
describes his approach to a sufficient level of detail allowing the teacher to understand 
him and therefore to respond in a more suitable way. 
 
 In this generic example, verbalization refers to a well-defined task (the exercise) and 
stop-questioning criterion (that is to say, how far are we in the elucidation of the subject’s 
approach) is specific to the interviewer. He stops when he has understood what made trouble 
for the student. Such a criterion does not necessarily mean that the student himself has 
understood the nature of his difficulty. What is valued in this first perspective is to obtain 
information that allows the teacher to have a suitable pedagogical action. The point of view is 
the same in a questioning for a research: the stopping criterion is that of the interviewer, not of 
the interviewee. 
Uncover the approach: the pedagogy of reflexive feedback 
 
 In many other areas, uncovering the approach is designed as an educational 
process of self-information. Thus, questioning will continue until the student himself 
puts into words the nature of his difficulty or of his mistake. This approach is a key 
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element of aid to becoming aware. Verbalization is then a second teaching time based 
on a reflexive return and a guide in putting into words what was thought. Verbalize 
the approach in relation to a specific exercise, is typical of training or professional 
development situations where the specific content of what has been done is 
interesting in itself. For example, during training professionals in the conduct of 
industrial facilities in accident situations with a simulator, an analysis session that 
follows can spend the same time as the exercise. In this context, in addition to traces 
(records of the evolution of the physical variables of the system, for example) and 
observables recorded (video of the meeting at simulator), professionals are guided to 
put into words their approaches. They are self-describing their methodology of 
personal work and so become aware of it. 
 
 This approach does not necessarily relate to well-defined based time 
exercise periods. Thus, in all areas where we form practical training times (students - 
teachers for example), or passages in business either by batch or alternating period, 
one of the key issues is to help future professionals to learn from their practical 
activities. It may be tempting to "gain time" to express these thoughts in their place. 
This is actually easier said, but is it profitable to the one who needs it? The 
implementation of verbalizing time after the action helps to discover, among trained, 
what their practical experience was made of, and helps them in building it. 
Constructing the experience will not happen by itself, it is not automatic, and it 
assumes a particular intellectual work, time and motivation to do so. If this is not done 
we can observe, for example, in the professional certification board tests including 
analysis of practical training, a great poverty of restitution, as if the internship time 
was unnecessary or source of little experience. 
 In other situations, uncovering the approach aims at the becoming aware of 
our own intellectual tools, particularly in all remediation devices, should they be 
systematized in the form of special exercises like Logical Reasoning Workshops or 
Feuerstein’s Instrumental Enrichment Program, or should they rely on disciplinary 
exercises of the class.  
In these cases, the objective is not only to discover the specific nature of the approach 
requested by each exercise (even if it is based on this specific character as intellectual 
functioning is contextualized, necessarily). It is also to become aware that there is a 
process, that it is possible to know it and that it can be shared by the word. It is not 
the same for everyone, it is a source of errors and it can improve by taking advantage 
of how others proceed. In fact, this is a mediation to help the trained to experience 
the operating of his own thought. This approach seems particularly suitable for 
remediation of problems: this is to say with the people in great difficulty. Yet it seems 
to me that this is an appreciation error to believe that it is reserved for them. This is 
because people in great difficulty caught our attention and we have forced the 
development of a more accurate education, so that the role of uncovering intellectual 
approaches was valued, but its interest seems to expand much more widely, including 
trained people whose high level of intellectual performance masks the need of support 
for becoming aware of how they involve their own intellectual tools. 
 
 
Learning to learn: utopia? 
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 Third case, uncover steps of an approach may become an exercise in which 
the goal is to become aware of how we proceed to perform this uncovering. The first 
case, considering error analysis, was uncovering specific lines to a particular task; the 
second was more general since it concerned the awareness of intellectual functioning. 
The third is also in the realm of awareness of intellectual functioning, but as it applies 
to the operation to reflect the previous level. 
 This level is also potentially the richest in transfer possibility since it relates 
to a method aspect of "How I do it to see how I know I'm doing a particular action," 
which is different from "How I do it to do this thing." 
 
 In these three cases, we are not at the same logic level. 
- First level: do it (make 1), teaching situations: do, rather than just hearing about.  
- Second level: describe the do (make 2), pedagogy of becoming aware, transition to 
making explicit the 1. 
- Third level: describe how I describe the do it (make 3), pedagogy of metacognitive 
functioning, awareness of how I am aware, making explicit the level 2, that is to say, 
of process of putting into words. 
 
 This third level seems to me to involve well an aspect that could cover the 
concept of learning to learn, since it can only be achieved by a knowledge of how I 
learn, and how this knowledge is taken into account both for projects of new learning, 
but also for the regulation of ongoing learning (how I proceed actually for a learning 
activity, what benchmarks I take to see if it helps me, how do I know that I know? Are 
my criteria effective in this particular learning situation? Etc.) Such conduct is 
particularly easy to observe in professionals whose business is based on the need to 
learn new things all the time. For example, among professional pianists who must 
learn new partitions regularly, the metacognition of how to learn is particularly 
developed8. 

 
Plan of the Book 
 
 In this introductory chapter, I simply settled the explicitation interview in 
some of its possible uses. I then resituated verbalizing compared to other sources of 
information that are observables and traces. Afterwards, I summed up the place of 
pedagogy questioning techniques by drawing the changes it has undergone. 
 
 The rest of the book is organized in two large parts. 
 
 The first (chapters 2-5) will lay the foundation for the explicitation interview  
 The second (Chapters 6-9) will detail the implementation of different techniques.  

                                                
8 See Vermersch P., « Pensée privée et représentation pour l’action », dans Weill A., 
Rabardel P., Dubois D. (ed.), Représentation pour l’action, Toulouse, Octarès, 1993, 
which details the work of professional pianists for score learning. 
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Chapter 10 will serve as an eclectic conclusion, giving some pointers to the beginning 
of the practice, underlining the theoretical points that have not been treated, 
presenting the research activity that develops around the explicitation and promising 
another book composed of examples collected in different fields of use. The first part 
will be theoretically dominant. End of the book, the reader will find a glossary of key 
terms and concepts used by the explicitation interview; it will be helpful for his search 
for definitions and bibliographic references attached to every important point. 

 
 I said in the introduction that the explicitation relates firstly to what is implicit 
in the implementation of an action, whether mental or physical. Explain, clarify that 
reference to the action will be discussed in Chapter 2, followed by a gradual 
presentation of the various landmarks that can be taken on what is verbalized in order 
to channel the words put towards the experiential and procedural dimension of the 
action. Thus, the first tools to the explicitation are introduced: identify specific 
information, which will organize the relaunches of the interviewer and channel the 
interviewee to create the conditions that allow the verbalizing of the action. Chapter 
3 will introduce a new perspective, the one of the subjectivity of the interviewee taking 
into account, as an essential condition of success, the subjective relationship of the 
speaker and what he speaks of.  This is what I call the speech position. Defining that 
position, giving observable benchmarks, specifying techniques to ensure guidance 
will be so many points raised. Still in a more subjective perspective, Chapter 4 will 
address one of the biggest obstacles to the verbalization of lived action: that it is pre-
reflected for the most part and that its putting into words supposes to accompany the 
interviewee in steps of an induced awareness. This is an opportunity to present some 
aspects of the theory of consciousness according to Piaget and make a theoretical 
link between explicitation and awareness. From a practical point of view, I will show 
the link between the formulation of descriptive questions and the help with the first 
stage of becoming aware: reflexiveness. The last chapter of this part (Chapter 5) 
addresses the problem of remembering, as in any explicitation interview a posteriori. 
Presenting an original theory of memory will solve this issue: the concrete memory, 
borrowed from the first works of psychologists of the early 20th century. The practical 
consequences on questioning technique will be discussed in detail. 
 
 The second part (6-9) will be devoted to the practice of explicitation interview. 
Chapter 6 will focus on relational and ethical dimension. Chapter 7 is on the 
initialization and the focus of the interview. Chapter 8 is about the practice of 
elucidation. Chapter 9 will be about the regulatory function in the conduct of the 
interview (what to do when we are in trouble?).  
 These last three chapters are written at several depth levels. Some of the 
information presented aims beginners; another part is for interviewers who will be 
trained in training courses for explicitation interviews and therefore have already the 
experience to conduct these interviews. Not all information will therefore be available 
at first reading, but will make sense when attempting to use the technique. 
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 Table 1 on page 13/14 summarizes all the addressed topics. 
 

TABLE 1 –Explicitation interview benchmarks  
An interview technique may be needed even without conducting interviews as such. 
 
 
GOAL  SUBJECT CONDITIONS  TECHNIQUES  REGULATION  
The explicitation 
interview consists 
of a set of tech-
niques designed to 
allow the teacher or 
any professional: 
1/ To get informed. 
In particular on how 
the interviewee has 
achieved a particu-
lar task in a re-
search goal (ergo-
nomics, didactics, 
problem solving), 
support or for 
educational reme-
diation (error 
analysis), devel-
opment or training 
(professional, ath-
letic, musical), 
assessment, 
orientation. 
2) Assist the other 
to self- inform. 
Pedagogy of be-
coming aware, help 
ownership of the 
experience, addi-
tional to teaching 
situations. 
3) Train the other 
to self- inform. 
Pedagogy of meta-
cognitive function-
ing (chap. 1). 
 

 
The EI (explicita-
tion interview) is 
focused on the 
setting in words a 
posteriori to the 
action:  
1) The action rather 
than emotion. 
2) Experiential 
dimension, singu-
lar action rather 
than its conceptual, 
generalizing, sche-
matic or imaginary, 
creative aspects. 
3) Procedural 
dimension of the 
action rather than 
only declarative 
aspects (theoretical 
knowledge, rea-
sons) or intentional 
aspects (goals, 
objectives) (Ch. 2). 
4) Implicit and pre-
reflexive 
dimension of the 
action: 
 - The action is an 
autonomous 
knowledge (Chap-
ter 3). 
- The action is 
obscure to the very 
one who performs 
it, 
- In any action, 
there is a practical 
pre-reflective 
knowledge. 
5) The action is a 
prime source of 
information on the 
functional aspects 
of cognition (Ch. 2). 
 

  
1) Be in the field of 
verbalization of 
lived action (chap. 
2).  
2) Refer to a real 
and specified task. 
 
3) Focus on action 
rather than on the 
context, the envi-
ronment, circum-
stances or judg-
ments, opinions, 
comments. 
 
4) Subordinate 
declarative and 
intentional aspects 
of action to the 
process (i.e. proce-
dural)  
 
5) Check that, when 
he speaks, the 
interviewee is 
evocating his expe-
rience, his specified 
action, that is to say 
in embodied 
speech position 
(chap. 3). 
 
6) Assist the ac-
cess to concrete 
memory (Chapter 
5): 
 - Do not seek for 
conscious memory, 
- Defuse any issues 
and any strain to a 
conscious effort to 
recall 
- Look for the sen-
sory access (the 
Proust’s 
“Madeleine”.) 
 
 

 1) Question 
according to the 
pre-reflective 
nature of the 
action (Chapter 8): 
- Avoid inducing the 
content of the 
awareness (what, 
rather than why) 
- Descriptive 
questions, 
- relaunches about 
the denials (the pre-
reflexive is not 
known) 
- Question the body 
actions (witnesses 
of the pre-reflexive) 
- Ericksonian re-
launches and 
formulations empty 
of content, 
- Seek concrete 
memory. 
2) Question based 
on the action 
properties: 
- Question the 
procedural 
• Identification, 
implementation, 
• Cycles Test -
Action -Test, 
• Causal, temporal, 
logical 
consistencies; 
- Control the 
granularity of the 
description of an 
action. 
3) Guide to 
evocation. 
4) Question the 
implicit language 
(metamodel). 
 

1) Provide a 
communication 
contract. 
2) Get synchro-
nized with the 
interviewee (Ch. 6). 
3) Channelling and 
non-directivity. 
4) The progress 
(chap. 7,8,9). 
• Start: initialize, 
difficulties of the 
opening sentences 
• Continue: three 
functions, search, 
elucidate, regulate 
• Result: end crite-
ria. 
5) Validation 
(Chapter 10). Three 
complementary 
criteria: 
- Truth: is what is 
said true? 
- Accuracy: Is what 
is said detailed? 
- Completeness: is 
everything wholly 
reported? 
6) Ethical princi-
ples: respect for the 
individual, for the 
role limits of the 
professional 
(Chapter 6).  
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2	

Guide	the	verbalization	

towards the experience of effective action 
	

n	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 I	 have	 pointed	 out	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 action	 as	 a	
privileged	source	of	information.	The	verbalization	of	an	action	is	however	far	from	
spontaneous.	For	it	to	appear,	the	interviewer	needs	to	provide	guidance	functions.	

But	to	play	such	a	role,	the	interviewer	will	first	have	to	determine	if	the	interviewee	
expresses	 the	 information	 he	 is	 looking	 for.	 In	 his	 spontaneous	 verbalisations,	 the	
subject	can	start	his	narrative	with	any	kind	of	information.	

	 In	this	chapter,	I	will	begin	to	set	out	a	number	of	general	distinctions	that	I	call	
"domains	 of	 verbalization".	 The	 verbalization	 of	 an	 action	 belongs	 to	 one	 of	 these	
domains.	But	how	do	we	distinguish	it	from	other	domains	and	how	do	we	relaunch	in	
order	 to	actively	 target	 this	domain?	Ensuring	 that	 the	 interviewee	 is	actually	 in	 the	
domain	of	verbalization	of	an	action	is	a	first	condition	for	the	success	of	explicitation.	
This	first	distinction	in	terms	of	"domains	of	verbalization"	is	not	a	classical	distinction.	
In	 my	 point	 of	 view,	 it	 is	 a	 pragmatic	 need	 to	 distinguish	 the	 different	 interview	
techniques,	as	they	do	not	target	the	same	areas	of	verbalization.	Specifically	targeting	
the	action	has	so	far	been	largely	ignored.	The	language	that	the	interviewee	uses	is	
specifically	taken	into	account	as	his	exact	words	will	bring	him	back	to	the	details	of	
the	experience	and	his	relationship	with	this	domain	of	experience.	

	 Once	I	have	specified	the	domains	of	verbalization	I	will	continue	with	the	concept	
of	action	and	zoom	in	on	it’s	different	aspects,	which	are	necessarily	connected	to	each	
other.	I	call	this	the	"information	satellite	of	action."	The	concept	of	action	is	however	
still	 too	global	 for	what	we	are	aiming	 for	 in	explicitation.	 I	consider	 the	concept	of	
action	equivalent	 to	procedural	knowledge.	The	procedural	 system	will	describe	an	
action	by	its	basic	processes	of	identification	and	implementation	that	are	sequentially	
organized.	 With	 “action”	 is	 simply	 meant	 effective	 realization 9 .	 I	 distinguish	 the	
procedural	knowledge	from	the	theoretical	knowledge	and	goals	concerning	the	action	
on	the	one	hand	and	on	the	other	hand	information	about	the	context	(circumstances	
and	 surroundings)	 and	 judgment	 (opinion)	 of	 the	 subject.	 Making	 sure	 that	 the	
interviewee	 describes	 the	 procedural	 part	 of	 a	 past	 action,	 is	 the	 second	 essential	
element	to	make	explicitation	successful.	

                                                
9	To	see	action	and	procedural	knowledge	as	equivalent	is	not	at	all	the	classical	
viewpoint	within	Action	Theory.	All	recent	publications,	particularly	those	on	the	
	philosophy	of	action,	state	that	the	action	is	equivalent	to	the	intent.	Whereas	the	past,	
philosophy	saw	the	action	as	an	equivalent	of	moral	value,	free	will	and	intention.	

I	

20



	

 To obtain verbalization of the procedural action, a third condition must be fulfilled: the 
interviewee, must refer to a real and specific task or situation, when he is putting his action 
into words. If he does not, there is a reasonable risk to obtain the verbalization of the script or 
schema of the realization of a class of tasks and not the information on how the subject 
actually carried out this task. 
	 As	 the	 interviewee	 will	 not	 spontaneously	 utilize	 these	 first	 requirements,	 the	
interviewer	 will	 have	 to	 guide	 and	 accompany	 him.	 I	 will	 therefore	 conclude	 this	
chapter	by	specifying	 the	manner	 in	which	 to	conduct	 the	explicitation	 interview:	a	
balance	between	guiding	and	non-directiveness.	

	

The	domains	of	verbalization		

	 The	 lived	experience	 is	a	totality	that	can’t	be	divided	into	specific	domains.	So,	
when	the	subject	starts	to	speak,	he	can	potentially	address	any	facet	of	his	experience.	
The	interviewer	does	not	control	the	subject’s	starting	point	and	can	therefore	only	
accommodate	it.	

	 When	putting	the	situation	into	words,	the	subject	will	focus	on	a	particular	aspect	
of	his	experience:		a	conceptual	approach	or	an	emotional	or	imaginary	aspect	in	which	
he	 was	 more	 or	 less	 involved...	 This	 will	 lead	 him	 away	 from	 or	 towards	 the	 real	
experience	as	a	concrete	reality	or	as	an	abstract	conceptual	system.	This	is	the	field	
that	I	call	“domains	of	verbalization”.	I	will	not	pretend	to	set	out	the	whole	theory	in	
this	chapter.	I	rather	see	it	as	a	first	heuristic	guide	for	the	interviewer	to	discover	and	
find	his	way	in	his	own	listening	space.	

	 This	privileged	domain	will	depend	on	variables	 related	 to	 contracts	which	are	
implicit	 or	 not:	 not	 any	 person,	 neither	 child	 nor	 adult,	 will	 speak	 openly	 about	
everything	 with	 everyone,	 in	 whichever	 situation	 and	 for	 whatever	 reason.	 By	 his	
silence,	his	 reformulations	and	his	questions,	 the	 interviewer	will	encourage,	guide,	
value	and	devalue	what	the	other	person	is	saying.	

	 Some	directions	of	valorisation	even	define	specific	interview	techniques.	In	the	
process	of	explicitation,	action	is	valued	as	a	primary	source	of	information.	

	 This	 theory	does	not	wish	 to	 vent	 criticism	on	other	questioning	practices	 that	
encourage	other	domains	of	 verbalization.	The	explicitation	 interview	 is	not	 a	 "super-	
interview"	that	claims	to	replace	all	others.		It	is	an	original	technique	that	is	consistent	
with	specific	objectives,	which	have	been	given	too	little	attention	until	now.	

	 What	I	will	argue	is	that	in	other	interview	practices,	the	utilized	means	are	not	
consistent	with	the	aimed	goals.	This	means	that	when	someone	is	doing	an	interview,	the	
professional	 has	 to	 know	 how	 to	 identify	 the	 area	 to	 which	 the	 verbalization	 of	 the	
interviewee	belongs,	so	he	can	adapt	his	questions	and	encouragements,	depending	on	
the	domain	that	he	wishes	to	guide	him	to.	I	do	not	think	there	is	a	neutral	position	in	a	
dialogue	situation.	Even	the	most	benevolent	and	neutral	position	 is	already	a	 form	of	
encouragement	and	filtered	by	the	bias	of	the	other’s	interpretation.	 	

	 Within	the	explicitation	techniques,	one	of	the	first	task	of	the	interviewer,	will	be	
to	identify	if	the	subject	is	actually	referring	to	his	action	when	he	expresses	himself.	In	
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the	beginning,	this	is	not	very	likely.	It	is	therefore	important	to	guide	the	subject	towards	
this	particular	domain	of	the	verbalization	of	the	action	itself.	Before	looking	at	the	way	
we	can	guide	 the	subject	 respectfully	and	effectively,	 it	 is	 important	 to	distinguish	 the	
various	areas	of	verbalization.	I	have	organized	them	into	three	groups,	according	to	the	
orientation	 of	 the	 verbalization	 activity	 compared	 to	 the	 concrete	 referent.	 This	
orientation	can	be:	

-	Descriptive:	there	is	a	particular	reality,	 internal	or	external	to	the	subject.	The	latter	
tries	to	describe	it	as	accurately	as	can	be;	metaphorically	in	the	description,	there	is	a	
territory	 and	 I	 draw	 up	 a	 map,	 the	 cognitive	 activity	 is	 mainly	 oriented	 towards	 the	
concrete	referent,	one	could	still	speak	of	reflection	activity	in	the	sense	of	developing	an	
image.	

-	 Conceptual:	 in	 many	 forms,	 priority	 is	 given	 to	 knowledge,	 rationality	 and	 formal	
properties	more	or	 less	decontextualized	from	a	particular	and	concrete	situation.	The	
work	 is	 organized	 from	 symbols	 of	 the	map,	 there	 is	 reflection	 and	distance	 from	 the	
concrete	nature	of	the	referent.	
	
-	 Imaginary:	 welcoming	 and	 receiving	 all	 spontaneous	 productions	 created	 from	 a	
beginning	point;	the	referent	is	only	a	starting	point,	its	concrete	properties	do	not	matter	
in	the	sense	that	even	if	one	is	inspired	by	them,	there	is	no	need	to	respect	them.	
	
	
The	descriptive	verbalization	of	the	aspects	of	the	lived	experience		
	
Verbalization	of	the	emotional	experience,	Carl	Rogers	

	 The	non-directive	interview	is	the	best	known.	It	is	therefore	important	to	clarify	
its	privileged	domain	of	speech.	

	 According	to	Rogers'	texts	that	are	translated	into	French,	one	can	see	clearly	that	
he	developed	a	framework	in	which	the	authenticity	of	a	person	is	sought,	in	the	sense	
that	he	can	gradually	recognize	the	true	nature	of	his	experienced	feelings,	and	that	he	
will	 be	 able	 to	 express	 them	 in	a	way	 that	 feels	 right	 for	him.	Respect	 for	 the	person,	
proper	 to	 Rogers'	 approach,	 seems	 to	 indicate	 the	 importance	 of	 a	minimal	 technical	
intervention,	such	as	in	the	reformulations.	

It	is	a	person-centered	approach,	meaning	that	the	technique	is	focused	on	the	personal	
involvement	 and	 therefore	 the	 emotional 10 aspect	 of	 the	 lived	 experience	 (this	
involvement	is	not	a	rational	analysis,	such	as	the	concept	of	personal	responsibility	that	
is	often	used	by	lawyers	or	insurance	companies).		

	

                                                
10	I	speak	of	the	verbalization	of	emotion	here,	not	of	emotional	techniques	that	can	be	
used	in	other	types	of	interventions,	such	as	group	therapy.	Those	kinds	of	techniques	
are	intended	at	helping	the	participants	to	reconnect	with	their	emotions,	expressing	
them	(shouting,	sobbing,	punching	a	pillow),	and	afterwards	putting	them	into	words	in	
order	to	integrate	them.	In	explicitation,	we	are	not	working	in	this	context.	
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	 Suppose	a	student	tells	you	the	following	about	an	exercise:	"I	have	applied	this	
rule,	so	I	did	not	risk	much”.	

	 If	I	would	be	willing	to	ask	this	person	to	explain	the	details	of	his	action	in	the	
context	of	an	explicitation	interview,	I	would	for	example	ask	him	"And	when	you	apply	
this	 rule,	what	do	you	do?”	 If	 a	non-specific	 verb	 is	 used,	 such	 as	 “to	 apply”,	 the	 verb	
normally	does	not	give	you	any	information	on	the	context	of	the	action	itself.	In	that	case,	
you	can	also	choose	to	use	the	implicit	part	of	the	formula,	“this	rule”,	to	clarify	the	action	
by	asking:	“what	specific	rule?	After	all,	we	don’t	know	which	rule	he	is	talking	about.	

	
	 A	non-directive	practitioner	will	probably	immediately	identify	the	words	“not	risk	
much”	as	something	that	might	touch	the	student,	that	concerns	him	more	importantly	
or	 intimately.	Maybe,	at	 this	moment,	he	merely	 leaves	an	attentive	silence,	 leaving	
space	for	an	additional	expression.	Perhaps,	he	echoes	with	interrogative	intonation:	
"So,	you	did	not	risk	much?",	or	he	will	even	try	to	clarify	further	by	taking	over	his	
words:	"If	 I	understand	 it	correctly,	you	mean	you	did	not	want	 to	 take	any	risks?”.	
Many	other	relaunches	are	possible	from	this	point	of	view,	and	again,	this	comparison	
only	aims	to	clarify	the	different	means	that	can	be	used	for	different	purposes	and	not	
to	assert	any	superiority	or	exclusivity	at	the	expense	of	another	view	point,	neither	
here	nor	 in	 the	 following	chapters.	The	main	point	 is	 that,	beyond	 the	difference	 in	
technique,	 the	 two	 practitioners	 will	 not	 guide	 the	 expression	 towards	 the	 same	
domain.	And	in	an	interview,	one	will	probably	use	one	technique	or	the	other,	and	not	
the	two	at	the	same	time.		Firstly,	because	they	do	not	attract	the	person’s	attention	to	
the	 same	 areas,	 and	 secondly	 because	 they	 guide	 the	 subject	 to	 subjectively	 quite	
different	speech	positions.	By	speech	position	I	mean	the	subjective	relationship	of	the	
subject	with	what	he	expresses	at	the	moment	that	he	expresses	it.	

Another	 example	 comes	 from	 the	 domain	 of	 practice	 analysis	 with	 a	 group	 of	
trainers	of	trainers.	A	trainer	begins	by	saying:	"I	have	proposed	an	exercise,	but	it	did	not	
work	at	all	with	these	trainees!	»	

Depending	on	the	relaunches	on	the	different	aspects	of	what	he	said,	there	are	at	
least	three	directions	in	which	you	can	work.	

-	Shall	I	request	an	explicitation	of	the	criteria	for	evaluation	of	success	by	referring	to	the	
"It	did	not	work	at	all"?	This	might	be	useful,	because	if	I	accept	this	expression,	I	could	
completely	miss	out	on	the	 fact	 that	 in	reality	all	 the	educational	objectives	have	been	
achieved	and	the	skills	were	used	in	the	right	manner	(this	is	often	the	case	with	negative	
evaluations	in	the	practice	analysis)	and	the	overall	judgment	of	his	action	does	therefore	
not	match	to	the	reality	of	the	results.	

-	Or	shall	I	ask	him,	still	in	the	framework	of	explicitation,	what	he	did	when	he	proposed	
to	do	the	exercise?	This	will	give	us	information	about	his	actions	as	such.	To	identify	the	
reason	why	it	did	not	work,	if	such	a	reason	exists,	I	am	first	in	need	of	a	description	of	
the	action.	Otherwise	I	risk	making	assumptions	that	are	not	based	on	the	facts	but	that	
are	a	reflection	of	my	own	projections	or	beliefs.	
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	 -	I	can	also	ask	him,	"How	do	you	feel	about	the	fact	that	it	did	not	work?	"	In	this	
case	 neither	 I	 nor	 the	 trainer	 is	 informed	 about	 the	 action.	 We	 will	 not	 have	 the	
possibility	to	assemble	the	facts	and	therefore	know	if	it	was	a	partial,	relative	or	failure	
or	 if	 it	 was	 the	 action	 itself	 that	 was	 the	 source	 of	 difficulties.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	
understanding	how	the	person	is	affected	by	what	he	subjectively	evaluates	as	a	big	
personal	 failure,	 or	 accompanying	 him	 in	 becoming	 aware	 of	 how	 this	 touches	 his	
identity	or	motivation	may	be	entirely	appropriate	when	guiding	 this	person	 in	his	
professional	process.	When	I	question	his	action	by	using	the	explicitation	technique,	
he	will	not	be	focused	on	this	particular	aspect.	The	two	different	goals	are	interesting.	
To	choose	one	goal	rather	than	the	other	means	choosing	to	use	one	technique	over	
the	other.	The	way	to	solve	the	problem,	is	choosing	the	direction	in	which	you	wish	to	
work	before	starting.	

	 It	is	important	that	a	trainer	or	teacher	knows	and	chooses	the	field	in	which	he	
wishes	to	work	and	that	he	aligns	the	way	he	works	with	his	goals.	

	 The	two	domains	of	verbalization	are	relevant	for	specific	purposes.	The	bias	of	
the	professional	is	reflected	in	his	relaunches	and	questions	and	therefore	influences	the	
interviewee	to	explore	one	domain	rather	than	the	other.	It	is	an	illusion	to	think	that	one	
can	explore	every	domain	of	verbalization	at	the	same	time.	

The	verbalization	of	the	sensory	experience	

	 The	verbalization	of	the	sensory	aspects	of	the	experience	is	not	connected	to	a	
peculiar	interview	technique.	It	is	used	extensively	in	the	therapeutic	practice	to	help	to	
become	aware	of	our	relationship	with	the	world	and	to	this	particular	«	object	»	that	is	
our	own	body.	Our	relationship	with	 the	 latter	 is	especially	 interesting,	as	our	body	 is	
accessible	for	us	from	both	an	internal	and	an	external	viewpoint.	

	 The	attention	that	you	give	to	the	sensations	experienced	in	your	body,	is	also	a	
very	powerful	tool	to	access	your	emotions	(what	do	you	feel	in	your	body?	How	do	
you	breathe?	Etc.).	Taking	into	consideration	all	the	other	senses	is	also	a	very	effective	
and	 privileged	 way	 to	 recover	 a	 past	 experience	 and	 to	 recall	 it	 thanks	 to	 the	
mechanisms	 of	 concrete	 memory.	 This	 subject	 will	 be	 unfolded	 in	 more	 detail	 in	
chapter	5.	By	specific	relaunches	on	the	sensory	dimension	of	the	lived	experience,	you	
will	 be	 able	 to	 help	 the	 student	 to	 retrieve	 the	 details	 of	 his	 actions	 to	 gather	
information.	

	 In	this	context,	it	would	not	be	adequate	to	relaunch	on	negative	or	painful	feelings	
of	the	sensory	experience.	For	example,	it	is	desirable	to	avoid	relaunches	such	as:	"And	
when	you	are	not	doing	well,	where	do	you	feel	that	it's	painful,	tense	or	stuck	in	your	
body?	"	By	relaunching	in	this	way,	one	can	be	sure	that	the	person	will	progressively	
enter	 into	contact	with	these	painful	 feelings.	But	what	will	you	do	next,	once	these	
results	are	obtained,	considering	you	are	working	in	a	formative	framework?	

	 When	using	the	explicitation	techniques	for	teaching	or	training	or	 in	 industrial	
fields,	the	relaunches	of	the	sensory	experience	will	have	an	instrumental	value.	They	will	
help	 to	 access	 the	 evocation	 of	 the	 action.	 Furthermore,	 in	 all	 the	 areas	 where	 the	
competence	is	based	on	proper	bodily	skills	or	the	subtlety	of	direct	sensory	information,	
questioning	the	sensory	dimension	of	the	experience	will	be	essential	in	order	to	perfect	

24



	

the	 action	 itself	 (music,	 sports,	 medical	 auscultation,	 quality	 control,	 professional	
gestures,	etc.).	

	

	 The	verbalization	of	the	experience	of	thought	(apperception)	

	 Traditionally	we	distinguish	the	perception	of	the	world	(the	usage	of	our	sensory	
organs,	 which	 we	 discussed	 in	 the	 preceding	 paragraph)	 and	 the	 apperception	 that	
concerns	the	awareness	of	our	own	mental	functioning.	Apperception	refers,	for	example,	
to	the	evocation	of	mental	images.	But	in	this	case,	there	are	visual	images	without	the	
usage	of	the	corresponding	sensory	organs	(the	eyes).	In	some	intellectual	traditions11,	
apperception	is	perceived	as	an	individual	sensory	mode.	

	 Speaking	of	 explicitation	 and	 introspection,	 until	 very	 recent,	 psychology	had	 a	
phobic	fear	(meaning	compulsive	and	irrational)	of	everything	that	could	remind	us,	of	
introspection,	 even	 though	 for	 the	 last	 fifty	 years,	 articles	 in	 very	 serious	 scientific	
journals	have	been	arguing	the	contrary.	They	have	given	up	on	the	prejudice	and	have	
shown	 the	 importance	 and	 the	 limits	 of	 the	 approach	 of	 mental	 functioning	 through	
verbalization.	For	that	reason,	it	is	remarkable	that	the	world	of	research	has	been	unable	
to	reconsider	these	preconceived	fears.	

	 Fortunately,	in	various	fields	of	application,	people	had	the	courage	to	stand	out	
and	not	be	in	fashion.	

	 In	the	continuity	of	the	work	of	Alfred	Binet	and	especially	that	of	Albert	Burloud,	
his	student,	we	must	appreciate	the	work	of	Antoine	de	La	Garanderie.	Whether	we	agree	
or	not	on	the	different	aspects	of	his	work,	he	continued	in	a	remarkable	way	with	what	
the	psychology	of	the	early	20th	century	had	to	tell	us.	He	was	a	true	pioneer	with	all	his	
contributions.	Even	though	I	do	not	agree	with	the	questioning	techniques	he	proposed	
in	Le	dialogue	pédagogique,	the	domain	of	verbalization	he	mainly	explored	seems	to	be	
very	interesting	and	important.	

	 	Another	approach,	in	the	same	domain,	has	been	independently	developed	in	the	
United	States:	Neurolinguistic	Programming.	NLP	has	defined	itself	as	"The	study	of	the	
structure	 of	 subjective	 experience".	 It	 was	 originally	 developed	 by	 John	 Grinder	 and	
Richard	Bandler	based	on	the	description	and	the	formalization	of	the	practices	and	the	
expertise	 of	 famous	 American	 therapists	 such	 as	Milton	 Erickson,	 Virginia	 Satir,	 Fritz	
Perls,	and	the	work	of	Gregory	Bateson.	The	NLP	approach	was	later	enriched	by	other	
practitioners,	such	as	Robert	Dilts,	Conirae	and	Steve	Andreas,	etc.	The	contribution	of	
NLP	is	extraordinarily	rich,	even	though	its	name	is	particularly	incomprehensible,	and	
the	approach	is	sometimes	presented	in	a	way	that	offends	our	culture.		

	 The	two	approaches	I've	just	mentioned	have	two	important	points	in	common.	
The	first	is	a	pragmatic	perspective.	Both	approaches	are	very	useful	and	effective	in	a	
therapeutic	 or	 remedial	 setting	 and	 enable	 original	 diagnoses.	 It	 is	 a	 perspective	 that	
takes	 into	 account	 that	 the	 gathered	 information	 is	 a	 necessity	 for	 the	 success	 of	 the	
practitioners,	whether	the	university	agrees	with	the	scientific	interest	of	their	study	or	
                                                
11	See	Varela	F.,	Rosch	E.	and	Thomson	E.	L’inscription	corporelle	de	l’esprit.	Sciences	
cognitives	et	expérience	humaine,	Paris,	Le	Seuil,	1993.	
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not.	This	also	explains	the	second	point	they	have	in	common.	The	approaches	are	both	
initially	developed	in	the	margins	and	were	dismissed	by	official	research	instances	as	
outside	the	university.	Time	has	come	that	these	approaches	take	the	place	they	deserve.	

	 Relaunches	based	on	the	experience	of	apperception	of	the	mental	functioning	will	
permit	very	precise	 learning	on	mental	actions.	As	such,	 they	belong	 to	 the	domain	of	
verbalization	of	action,	the	next	subject	we	will	discuss.	 In	addition,	when	a	thought	 is	
accompanied	by	evocation	(which	is	not	always	the	case),	it	 is	possible	to	uncover	and	
clarify	 the	 sensory	 texture	 of	 this	 evocation.	With	 this,	 I	 mean	 the	 internal	 signifiers	
(images)	the	subject	uses	to	represent	an	absent	reality	or	an	abstract	concept.	

	 It	seems	inherent	to	the	character	of	embodied	cognition	that	when	it	"represents"	
a	reality,	this	is	done	in	a	particular	sensory	code.	And	what	other	possibility	do	we	have	
that	we	can	use	for	a	conscious	experience?	This	sensory	code	is	not	simply	a	translation	
trace	 of	 an	 evocation	 in	 reference	 to	 a	 particular	 sensory	modality.	 NLP	models	 have	
shown	the	importance	of	these	codes	and	submodalities,	meaning	the	basic	elements	that	
characterize	every	sensory	modality:	the	location,	the	intensity,	the	distance	and	the	size	
of	an	image;	the	source	of	a	sound	or	the	character	of	a	sensation	(warm,	cold,	tensed,	
relaxed...)	

	 The	 introduction	 of	 significant	 submodalities	 is	 one	 of	 the	 very	 interesting	
contributions	 of	 this	 discipline	 (NLP).	 If	 the	 subject	 imagines	 that	 the	 elements	 or	
characteristics	of	the	sensory	code	have	changed,	his	subjective	experience	of	the	evoked	
situation	will	change	as	well.	

	 All	the	information	that	can	be	gathered	from	the	apperception	of	the	experience	
of	 mental	 functioning	 identifies	 an	 object	 of	 study	 which	 I	 propose	 to	 call	 "Private	
thoughts	".12	

	 The	 verbalization	 of	 the	 apperception	 experience	 requires	 special	 relaunches:	
"What	do	you	do	in	your	mind?",	"What	happens	when	you	think	about	it?"	"How	do	you	
know	what	you	know?"	 "What	does	 it	 resemble	 in	your	 thoughts?	 in	your	mind?"	But	
above	 all,	 for	 a	 productive	 result,	 it	 is	 required	 that	 the	 pupil	 experiences	 his	 own	
thoughts,	which	is	not	an	evident	process	because	it	has	almost	never	been	taught	in	a	
social	context,	neither	at	school	nor	in	the	family.	

	 However,	 questions	 about	 this	 domain	 of	 verbalization	 are	 not	 sufficient	 to	
describe	the	different	aspects	of	the	experience	of	an	action.	Even	if	they	have	a	common	
ground	through	the	mental	actions	involved	in	the	experience	of	the	action	in	general.	

	

The	verbalization	of	the	lived	experience	of	action	
	
	 The	verbalization	of	the	experience	of	an	action	only	concerns	one	aspect	of	the	

                                                
12  Vermersch P., « Pensée privée et représentation pour l’action », in Dubois D., 
Rabardel P., Weill A. (ed), Représentations pour l’action, p. 209-232, Octarès, 
Toulouse, 1993. 
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total	experience.	When	putting	it	into	words,	a	natural	segmentation	of	the	totality	occurs.	
On	the	other	hand,	the	verbalized	and	chosen	dimension	will	be	guided	carefully	by	the	
relaunches.	
	
	 The	 putting	 into	 words	 of	 the	 action	 should	 not	 be	 confounded	 with	 the	
verbalization	of	the	emotion	which	may	have	been	present	at	the	same	time	of	the	action,	
and	which	may	reappear	when	recalling	the	action.	
	 		
	 The	verbalization	of	an	action	 is	not	 the	same	as	 the	sensory	experience	or	 the	
experience	of	apperception,	even	if	there	is	a	connection	with	these	aspects	because	they	
all	belong	to	the	epistemic	experience13	(in	the	sense	of	the	activity	of	knowing).	
	
	 The	experience	of	the	lived	action	entails	the	succession	of	the	elementary	actions	
that	the	subject	puts	in	place	to	achieve	a	goal.	
	
	 These	actions	can	be	described	at	different	levels	of	subtlety,	the	granularity	of	the	
description	or	its	degree	of	fragmentation.	This	subject	will	be	discussed	in	more	detail	in	
Chapter	8.	
	 	
	 These	 elementary	 actions	 can	 be	 described	 according	 to	 their	 functions	 in	 the	
process:	actions	for	gathering	information	or	for	identification,	or	for	implementation	or	
execution.	We	know	that	certain	exercises	are	primarily	problems	of	identification.	The	
identification	of	 relevant	 information	 is	needed	 to	decide	which	action	or	next	 step	 to	
take.	 Any	 act	 in	 the	 execution	 of	 an	 action	 is	 necessarily	 preceded	 by	 a	 moment	 of	
identification,	 a	moment	 of	 gathering	 of	 information	 depending	 on	 the	 criteria,	 and	 a	
decision	to	stop	or	to	continue	the	action.			
 

The	domain	of	conceptual	verbalization	

	 In	 this	 paragraph	 I	 will	 discuss	 conceptualization	 versus	 description,	 without	
entering	 into	a	detailed	epistemological	debate	on	the	respective	place	 in	 the	world	of	
either	of	the	approaches.	The	important	part	is	the	intention	with	which	they	are	put	into	
action.	 Intention	 corresponds	 to	 a	 very	 different	 orientation	 of	 human	 activity.	 With	
description,	the	referent's	intention	is	focused	on	existence	on	a	representational	level	(a	
map	of	the	world),	by	drawings,	symbols	or	words.	Conceptualization,	on	the	other	hand,	
takes	 this	 "map	 of	 the	 world"	 as	 a	 starting	 point.	 This	 seems	 to	 correspond	 to	 the	
perspective	 in	 Piaget’s	 theory	 of	 operative	 intelligence	 with	 the	 distinction	 between	

                                                
13 This point obviously requires lengthy theoretical discussions. While these four areas 
are all relevant to the experience (which differentiates them from the imaginary and 
the conceptual domains), their reciprocal relations are certainly complex and 
dependant on personal variables. The presentation made here aims at differentiating 
some dominant aspects; the relations between kinaesthetic sensoriality and emotion 
are strong and work both ways, apperception and sensoriality maintain strong bridges 
and sensoriality and apperception are both components that serve action. 
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reflecting	act	or	 conduct	 actively	 aimed	at	 a	 referent,	 and	 reflexive	act	 that	 takes	as	 a	
starting	point	the	product	of	the	reflection.14		

	 This	 difference	 in	 orientation	 can	 lead	 to	 consider	 the	 map	 as	 the	 referent,	
especially	when	we	take	into	account	how	many	of	our	intellectual	practices	are	based	on	
the	transmission	of	the	maps	made	by	others	and	which	can	be	confused	with	the	reality,	
in	the	mind	of	the	trainees.		

	 In	a	privileged	way,	explicitation	seeks	to	question	the	reflection	of	a	particular	
lived	 experience	 and	 not	 from	 a	mental	map	 of	 the	 experience	 that	 has	 already	 been	
constructed.	In	this	way,	this	approach	is	constantly	using	the	basic	retrieval	mechanisms	
which	abstract	the	properties	of	reality,	that	are	at	the	foundation	of	becoming	aware.	

	 Relaunches	seeking	the	"conceptual"	domain	of	verbalization	will	be	based	on	the	
production	of	abstraction,	of	invariants,	of	structure,	towards	rational	reasons	(based	on	
the	physical	laws	or	on	mathematical	theorems)	or	legal	or	regulatory	reasons	to	justify	
the	produced	action.	The	directive	questions	used	will	be	“why-questions”	or	questions	
that	search	the	verbalization	of	causality	and	theoretical	knowledge.	

	 If	we	try	to	index	this	domain	of	verbalization	on	an	interview	technique,	the	best	
illustration	 of	 this	 is	 the	Piagetian	 critical	 interview.15	The	designated	 goal,	 consistent	
with	the	theoretical	framework	and	the	research	objectives,	is	to	verify	to	what	extent	the	
intellectual	 constructions	of	 the	 child	on	 an	 aspect	 of	 reality	 are	 "equilibrated",	 in	 the	
sense	that	the	child	is	able	to	effectively	compensate	the	disturbances	which	modify	the	
appearance	of	reality.	The	questioning	process	to	verify	or	better	document	the	child's	
responses	in	action,	is	of	very	high	quality.	Therefore,	we	can	only	regret	that	none	of	the	
researchers	in	Geneva,	took	the	time	to	thematise	this	remarkable	methodology.	But	the	
results	produced	by	this	approach	seem	to	have	superseded	the	written	explicitation	of	
the	means	by	which	they	were	obtained.	

The	domain	of	verbalization	of	the	imaginary	

	 Another	position	related	to	the	referent	is	to	start	towards	the	world	of	symbols,	
imagination,	even	fantasies.		

	 In	 a	working	 group	 that	 studied	 the	 topic	 of	 the	 transformation	 of	matter,	 the	
possibility	of	guiding	the	collection	of	verbalizations	on	this	subject	was	clear	in	several	
areas.	On	the	one	hand,	a	small	chemistry	experiment	as	observation	medium	and,	on	the	
other	hand,	a	questioning	after	the	fact.	The	task	proposed	to	the	pupil	was	to	observe	a	
tube	in	which,	when	two	products	were	put	together,	gas	was	produced,	which	manifested	
itself	by	white	smoke.	The	action	of	the	student	is	contemplative,	in	the	sense	that	his	only	
task	is	to	observe.	One	of	the	possible	purposes	of	questioning	is	clearly	to	ask	the	student	
to	explain	what	happened	(what	specifically	happened	for	him?	what	did	he	observed?),	

                                                
14 Piaget J., 1977, Recherches sur l’abstraction réfléchissante. 2/PUF, EEG, tome 
XXXV, Paris. 
15	Vinh-Bang,	1966,	La	méthode	clinique	et	la	recherche	en	psychologie	de	l’enfant,	p.	67-
81	;	in	Collectif,	Psychologie	et	épistémologie	génétique,	Paris,	Dunod,	1966.	(As	far	as	I	
know,	this	is	the	only	text	of	the	Geneva	school	that	retains	Piaget's	method,	especially	
from	the	angle	of	the	interview	related	to	the	observation	of	action.)		

28



	

in	that	way	we	enter	the	conceptual	domain	of	verbalization	that	we	just	mentioned.	But	
it	is	also	possible	to	solicit	the	imaginary,	by	relaunches	of	the	type:	"	What	does	it	make	
you	think	of?		What	does	it	trigger	for	you?”	One	can	therefore	solicit	associations,	images	
and	free	expression	of	all	conscious	and	unconscious	materials	on	this	theme.	Concerning	
the	 transformation	of	matter,	 the	 teachers	were	somewhat	astounded	when	becoming	
aware	that	this	scientific	theme,	easily	referred	the	students	to	very	implicating	images,	
such	as	death,	feces,	etc.	

	 Working	 on	 the	 imaginary	 and	 from	 the	 imaginary	 opens	 creativity,	 makes	 us	
aware	of	our	preconceptions	in	words,	images	and	sensations.	It	is	not	at	all	the	direction	
in	 which	 we	 work	 in	 the	 explicitation	 interview.	 This	 interview	 is	 based	 on	 the	
verbalization	of	a	lived	experience	of	the	action.	

The	satellite	information	of	action		

	 Once	the	verbalization	is	guided	towards	the	description	of	a	lived	experience,	and	
more	 specifically	 the	 experience	 of	 an	 action,	 i.e.	 once	 we	 arrive	 in	 the	 domain	 of	
verbalization	corresponding	to	the	objectives	of	the	explicitation	techniques,	we	need	to	
apply	new	differentiations.	These	differentiations	are	summarized	in	table	2.		

	 At	the	center	of	this	diagram,	I	place	the	execution	of	the	real	action,	the	procedural	
aspect	of	the	lived	action,	in	this	book	often	indicated	with	just	the	term	“action”.	

	 On	 the	 vertical	 axis,	 at	 the	 top,	 I	 gather	 all	 the	 information	on	 the	 contexts,	 the	
circumstances	and	the	environment.	These	information	parts	are	connected	to	the	action	
since	 they	define	 the	variables	of	 the	situation	 in	which	the	 task	or	action	takes	place.	
Therefore,	these	variables	do	not	describe	the	action	or	“the	doing”	itself.	At	the	bottom	
of	the	vertical	axis,	 I	situate	all	that	is	a	subjective	evaluation	of	the	action:	 judgments,	
opinions,	comments,	beliefs,	representations.	The	formulation	of	these	 judgments	does	
not	give	any	information	on	the	Procedural.	

	 On	 the	 horizontal	 axis,	 the	 procedural	 is	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 connected	 to	 the	
intentional	dimension	and	on	the	other	hand	to	the	theoretical	dimension.	The	intentional	
dimension	comprises	all	 that	was	 intended	or	aimed	 for	by	 the	action.	The	 theoretical	
dimension	consists	of	all	 the	 theoretical	knowledge	that	underlies	“the	doing”,	such	as	
reasons	of	effectiveness	and	relevance.	The	status	of	these	groups	of	information	and	their	
relationship	 to	 the	 procedural	 is	 particularly	 subtle.	 They	 maintain	 dependent	
relationships	and,	in	practice,	relatively	independent	or	subordinate	relationships	to	the	
procedural	(it’s	by	observing	one’s	acts	that	one	sees	the	truth	of	words	and	intentions	
...).		

The	 created	 diagram	 (table	 2)	 thus	 combines	 the	 system	 of	 all	 the	 interrelated	
information	connected	to	the	execution	of	an	action.	I	will	elaborate	in	more	detail	in	the	
coming	paragraphs.	

The	vertical	axis:	contexts,	procedural,	judgments	

Relationships	of	complementarity	and	competition	

	At	the	center	of	explicitation:	
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The	course	of	the	effective	action	or	the	procedural	dimension	of	the	action	

	 To	get	informed	about	what	a	person	did	exactly	to	fulfil	a	specific	task	or	exercise,	
is	 to	 inform	 oneself	 of	 the	 details	 of	 his	 actual	 actions,	 of	 their	 sequencing,	 of	 their	
succession,	of	 the	articulation	between	 the	assembling	of	 information	and	 the	steps	of	
realization.	This	means	taking	an	interest	in	the	practical	knowledge	present	in	actions,	
whether	or	not	these	are	mental,	material	or	verbal	actions.	This	seems	simple,	but	as	this	
information	 is	 so	 familiar	 to	 us,	we	do	not	 know	how	 to	 inform	ourselves	 about	 it	 or	
describe	it.	Because	it	is	so	difficult	to	verbalize	the	procedural,	two	other	categories	of	
information	 will	 probably	 be	 expressed	 first.	 This	 information	 competes	 with	 the	
procedural	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 this	 information	 will	 be	 verbalized	 more	 easily	 and	
spontaneously,	whereas	the	verbalization	of	the	procedural,	in	order	to	be	expressed,	will	
often	require	guidance	of	the	 interviewee.	But	even	though	context	and	judgments	are	
seen	as	competitors	of	the	procedural	in	the	domain	of	explicitation,	this	information	can	
also	have	a	complementary	character	in	terms	of	useful	information.	

Context,	environment,	circumstances	

	 A	 particular	 action	 can	 be	 described	 in	 different	 ways,	 with	 reference	 to	 the	
surroundings,	 the	 content,	 the	 signification	 what	 surrounds	 it,	 contains	 it,	 defines	 it,	
whether,	in	time	or	in	space,	or	with	regards	to	institutions	or	other	participants,	etc.	But	
when	I	have	all	this	information,	I'm	still	not	informed	on	how	the	action	unfolded	itself,	
which	stages?	Which	elementary	units?	

	 Information	 on	 the	 course	 of	 an	 action	 can	 be	 clarified	 by	 knowledge	 on	 its	
contextual	aspects.	However,	 it	 is	not	always	needed	in	order	to	help	the	other	to	self-
inform,	or	in	order	to	encourage	passively	(by	letting	the	person	speak)	or	even	to	actively	
detail	this	information	(with	relaunches).	

	 As	the	person	already	knows	the	information	he	provides	you,	the	information	is	
not	meant	for	him	but	meant	to	explain	the	situation	to	you.	This	kind	of	explication	is	not	
a	description	of	his	action.	Experience	shows	that	the	verbalization	of	the	elements	of	the	
context	is	a	sure	way	for	the	subject	to	not	talk	about	himself,	what	he	would	had	to	do	
when	expressing	his	own	actions.	It	is	in	fact	much	easier	to	talk	about	other	people,	about	
the	circumstances	in	which	things	happened,	about	the	characteristics	of	a	machine	or	
about	 the	 explication	 of	 an	 exercise,	 than	 about	 oneself.	 In	 the	 training	 of	 trainers	 or	
teachers,	we	commonly	see	 that	 the	 trainees	 talk	about	 "them",	 that	 is,	 their	pupils	or	
trainees.	And	sometimes	it	is	difficult	to	accept	the	implication	of	the	description	of	what	
they	(the	others)	do	instead	of	what	“I”	do.	

	 Moreover,	 this	 type	 of	 verbalization	 supports	 the	 interviewer's	 belief	 that	
he	 possesses	 precise	 and	 descriptive	 information!	 Yes,	 they	 are,	 but	 about	what?	 Not	
about	the	student’s	actions!		
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						Vertical	logic:	the	subject	
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The	two	complementary	logics	that	
organize	the	satellite	information	plan	

of	experienced	action:		

vertical,	identifying	the	connection	
between	the	subject	and	the	lived	

experience,		

horizontal,	identifying	the	connection	
between	the	practical	realization	of	the	

action	and	all	that	is	related	to	it.	

	

Horizontal	logic:	dependent	on	principle	

Independent	on	fact	

	

KNOWLEDGE	 	 ACTION	 	 GOAL	
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	 If	 the	 verbalization	 essentially	 consists	 of	 information	 on	 the	 context,	 it	 is	
important	to	recognize	this	and	thereafter	guide	the	subject	towards	the	verbalization	of	
his	proper	action:	"And	when	you	were	working	on	this	machine,	you	started	by	doing	
what?	"	
	
	 Of	course,	we	can	find	ourselves	in	the	situation	that	that	we	don’t	have	any	
particular	knowledge	of	the	concerned	task.	In	that	case,	it	is	necessary	to	gather	a	
minimum	of	information	in	order	to	understand	what	the	other	person	is	talking	about.	
For	example,	when	helping	with	homework,	in	a	discipline	I	do	not	master.	Or,	as	in	a	
situation	that	work	psychologists	often	encounter,	when	I	meet	with	operators	that	
work	in	a	technical	field	I	am	not	familiar	with.	To	understand	the	concerning	operator,	
it	is	essential	for	me	to	know	the	basic	technical	concepts	and	specialized	vocabulary.	
For	conducting	an	interview,	it	is	not	necessary	to	have	the	same	knowledge	level	as	the	
professional	we	question.	In	remediation	on	the	other	hand,	it	is	essential	to	have	
equivalent	knowledge	of	the	concerning	disciplinary	or	technical	domain.	For	this	
reason,	I	was	able	to	guide	a	pianist	and	question	in	detail	her	difficulties	in	memorizing	
her	scores,	for	which	I	just	needed	to	be	musically	sensitive,	whereas	re-education	was	
only	possible	through	the	intervention	of	a	piano	teacher.	
	
	 For	 some,	 verbalization	 of	 the	 context	 is	 a	 way	 not	 to	 get	 implicated	 in	
verbalization,	Inversely,	describing	our	own	action	leads	to	personal	involvement.	

	

Judgements,	opinions,	comments	

	 A	moment	of	feedback,	on	an	exercise,	generally	starts	with	a	global	judgement	on	
what	happened.	Often	it	starts	with	the	expression	of	a	subjective	evaluation.	In	practice	
analysis,	the	evaluation	is	often	negative	or	restrictive	in	any	case:	“it	did	not	work	well...	
I	did	not	do	much	...	it	was	difficult	...	I	am	not	very	happy	with	myself,	and	so	on”.	On	the	
other	hand,	when	it	is	positive	or	dithyrambic,	the	evaluation	does	not	offer	much	more	
information.	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 important	 for	 the	 interviewer	 to	 identify	 this	 type	 of	
verbalization,	as	not	to	confuse	it	with	the	description	of	the	action.	
	 	
	 These	 statements	 of	 judgments	 are	 not	 an	 expression	 of	 facts 16 ,	 they	 do	 not	
give	any	information	on	the	realisation	of	the	action,	nor	on	the	nature	of	the	produced	
results.	Concerning	the	evaluation	of	the	results,	we	for	example	need	to	guide	the	subject	
with	 the	 verbalization	 of	 his	 criteria	 and	 the	 description	 of	 the	 observed	 or	 inferred	
effects.	Without	such	descriptive	information,	there	may	be	a	misunderstanding	between	
the	one	who	is	listening	and	the	one	who	is	speaking,	because	nothing	can	confirm	that	
they	both	are	talking	about	the	same	reality.	Something	else	we	need	to	keep	in	mind,	is	
the	goal	of	verbalization,	as	we	already	discussed	regarding	the	experience	of	emotion.	
Relaunching	on	negative	formulation,	opens	another	space	of	speech,	and	has	other	goals,	
than	the	experience	of	action.	Listening	to	the	verbalizations	of	judgments	and	opinions	
                                                
16		The	subject	of	verbalization	is	not	the	statement	of	facts	related	to	the	referential	reality,	being	the	past	
action.	But	at	the	moment	of	the	expression	of	these	judgments,	the	subject	is	referred	to	speech	facts	and	
psychological	facts	expressing	uncertainty,	defence,	fear	of	being	evaluated	etc.	For	that	reason,	I	insist	on	
the	awareness	of	the	professional	to	know	for	what	purpose	he	will	or	will	not	encourage	this	type	of	
verbalization.		
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can	sometimes	be	defended	on	humane	and	compassionate	grounds:	"It	will	do	him	good	
to	release...".	But	in	fact,	it	just	means	choosing	a	direction	of	work	and	in	a	professional	
setting	it	would	be	wrong	to	change	this	direction	only	for	reasons	of	kind-heartedness.	
Therefore,	 the	question	 is	what	purpose	you	are	 trying	to	achieve	by	encouraging	this	
type	of	verbalization.	

	 Bringing	the	person	back	to	the	action	itself,	also	means	bringing	him	back	to	the	
reality	of	his	experience:	"And	when	it	went	wrong,	what	happened	exactly?	What	were	
you	doing?”.	

	 Verbalization	in	the	form	of	judgments,	opinions,	comments	is	another	way	to	stay	
un-involved	whilst	speaking.	It	implements	a	"metaspeech"	around	the	action,	about	the	
action,	and	therefore	withdraw	from	evocation	of	the	lived	reality.	

	

Vertical	logic:	synthesis	and	summary	

Table	 3	 summarizes	 the	 relationships	 between	 contexts,	 procedural	 and	 judgments.	
The	table	can	be	read	in	several	ways:	

-	 The	 three	 cells	 correspond	 to	 different	 information	 contents.	 When	 we	 listen,	 it	 is	
important	that	we	know	how	to	distinguish	between	these	different	contents	and	that	we	
relaunch	in	accordance	with	the	information	we	need.	

-	These	three	types	of	information	are	not	verbalized	with	the	same	ease.	Judgments	and	
contexts	come	spontaneously	and	are	often	expressed.		As	it	is	more	unusual	to	express	
the	procedural,	guidance	is	required	to	obtain	it.	

-	These	three	pieces	of	information	do	not	involve	a	person	at	the	same	degree.	Talking	
about	the	context	is	a	way	to	not	get	involved	and	to	speak	only	about	what	is	external	to	
us	(machines,	pupils,	material	elements	or	otherwise).	We	do	not	give	information	that	
would	allow	the	other	person	to	get	to	know	us.	Describing	what	we	have	actually	done,	
does	 involve	us.	We	reveal	ourselves	 to	ourselves	and	to	others	and	we	give	 them	the	
opportunity	to	judge	us.	Specifically,	our	own	acts	reveal	us	completely,	more	than	any	
comment	or	 judgement.	This	means	 that	 the	verbalization	of	 judgments	or	opinions	 is	
relatively	 less	 involving	 than	 the	 description	 of	 our	 actions.	 It	 is	 a	 way	 of	 distancing	
oneself	from	one's	own	action,	one’s	own	identity.	

-	 These	 three	 types	of	 information	 remain	 complementary	 however:	 to	 understand	 the	
procedural	 I	 may	 need	 background	 information	 on	 the	 context	 or	 the	 subjective	
appreciation	of		the	subject’s	action.	
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TABLE	3	-	The	satellite	information	system	of	the	lived	action	
Vertical	logic:	the	facets	of	the	experience	of	the	action	

	

CONTEXTS	

The	verbalization	of	the	context	avoids		
personal	involvement	of	the	interviewee.	
It	brings	facts	and	precision	on	what	is	
external	to	the	subject	but	no	information	
on	his	own	action.	

	 However,	assembling	a	minimum	of	
information	on	the	contextual	elements	
provides	a	better	understanding	of	the	
realisation	of	the	action.	
The	information	is	complementary.	

	
	

PROCEDURAL	

The	verbalization	of	the	details	of	the	execution	of	an	action,	is	involving	for	the	person.	The	
latter	is	necessarily	present	as	“I”.	The	verbalization	unfolds,	with	its	successes	and	difficulties,	
through	the	description	of	the	sequence	of	the	elementary	actions,	such	as	assembling	
information	(identification,	criteria)	or	the	execution	of	an	action	(implementing	an	operation.).	
Concerning	the	procedural,	the	only	sources	of	information	is	the	procedural	itself,	i.e.	what	we	
can	observe,	it’s	generated	traces,	its	verbalization.	

	

JUDGMENTS	

The	verbalization	of	subjective	judgments	
on	our	own	activities,	is	a	means	to	avoid	
getting	personally	involved.	
Judgments	prevent	a	real	understanding	of	
how	the	interviewee	actually	reacted,	
as	they	are	not	facts.	

	 It	may	be	useful	to	know	the	subjective	j	
opinion	of	the	interviewee	on	what	he	did	
and	how	he	did	it,	what	is	important	to	
him,	or	on	his	awareness	of	his	own	
representations	and	beliefs	about	what	he	
is	doing.	The	information	is	
complementary.	

	
	

Horizontal	logic:	declarative,	procedural,	intentional	

Theoretical	relationships	and	practical	relationships	

The	 relations	 between	 these	 three	 aspects	 are	 tainted	 by	 a	 long	 ideological	 history,	
in	which	we	often	highlight	what	we	would	like	it	to	be,	rather	than	what	it	is	(reality).	

	
The	declarative:	theoretical	and	regulatory	knowledge,	algorithmic	instructions	
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	 The	declarative	dimension	 is	not	 the	 action	 itself.	However,	 from	an	observer’s	
point	 of	 view,	 it	 represents	 everything	 that	 legitimizes	 efficiency	 (physical	 law,	
mathematics,	etc.)	or	relevance	(regulations,	criminal	and	civil	laws,	recipes,	instructions	
...)	of	the	action	in	its	procedural	aspect.	It’s	an	abstract	viewpoint	that	corresponds	more	
with	 a	 slogan	 than	 with	 reality.	 To	 support	 this	 point	 of	 view,	 Kant	 is	 often	 quoted:	
"Experience	without	theory	is	blind,	but	theory	without	experience	is	mere	intellectual	
play”.	

	 This	impressive	quotation	lacks	precision:	for	who?	In	the	facts,	the	action	is	an	
autonomous	knowledge,	only	based	on	theoretical	knowledge	if	the	success	depends	on	
it.	In	the	field	of	technology,	numerous	research	in	didactics	have	shown	that	students	just	
mastered	 the	 theoretical	 knowledge	 needed	 for	 practical	 success,	 whereas	 teachers	
ideally	believed	that	much	theoretical	information	was	rigorously	indispensable.	There	is	
a	 dichotomy,	 which	 was	 well	 emphasized	 by	 Piaget,	 between	 succeeding	 and	
understanding.	In	history,	an	effective	solution	often	preceded	the	theoretical	concepts	
that	justify	it.	

	 When	we	have	the	description	of	the	act,	the	procedural	dimension,	we	can	infer	
the	theoretical	knowledge	that	was	actually	implemented:	we	will	possibly	discover	the	
functional	knowledge,	meaning	the	knowledge	that	was	actually	used	in	an	action.	When	
interviewing	the	interviewee	on	his	theoretical	knowledge,	there	is	no	certainty	that	he	
actually	 uses	 this	 knowledge	 in	 the	 action.	 It's	 an	 extremely	 important	 dissymmetry	
which	underpins	 the	 fundamental	 role	 of	 the	procedural	 and	 emphasizes	 the	 value	 of	
inquiring	 about	 it:	 the	 value	 of	 information	 on	 the	 theoretical	 knowledge	 of	 the	
interviewee	can	be	assessed	only	in	terms	of	functional	knowledge,	by	way	of	inference	
from	the	course	of	his	actual	action.	

	 	The	intentional	dimension:	goals,	sub-goals	

	 It	may	seem	much	more	natural	to	integrate	the	goals	(purposes,	intentions)	in	the	
description	of	the	action	itself.	The	philosophy	of	action	is	even	only	interested	in	these	
aspects17.	For	that	reason,	I	emphasize	on	the	fact	that	these	pieces	of	information	cannot	
be	separated	from	a	precise	knowledge	of	the	course	of	actions.	

	 The	problem	is	that	there	can	be	a	significant	distance	between	the	intention	(the	
conscious	purpose)	and	the	intention	reflected	in	the	way	the	task	is	carried	out.	

	 	For	 example,	 in	 a	 training	 course	 on	 the	 listening	 attitude,	 how	 often	 does	 it	
happen	that	the	trainee,	who	had	the	intention	to	not	say	much	and	let	the	other	person	
speak	(conscious	intention)	discovers	with	horror	–	after	listening	back	the	recording	of	
his	interview	(objective	information	on	the	way	the	task	was	performed)	–	that	it	was	he	
himself	who	spoke	all	the	time,		contrary	to	his	intentions.	The	verbalization	of	the	goals	
can	only	be	validated	through	the	confrontation	of	what	has	been	done	and	the	immanent	
goal	we	can	deduct	from	these	actions.	This	is	one	of	the	domains	where	we	can	realize	
and	understand	clearly	the	"opaque"	character	of	the	 lived	action	and	the	unconscious	
nature	(not	yet	aware)	of	the	subject’s	intentions	and	motives.	
	

                                                
17	Bourdieu	P.,	Le	sens	pratique,	Paris,	Les	Éditions	de	Minuit,	1987.	Quéré	L.	(dir),	La	
théorie	de	l’action.	Le	sujet	pratique	en	débat,	Paris,	CNRS	Sociologie,	1993.	
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	Thus,	whenever	a	person	verbalizes	an	intention,	we	can	ask	him:	"And	to	carry	out	this	
intention,	(to	achieve	this	goal),	what	do	you	precisely	do?	What	do	you	start	with?"	And	
we	can	react	in	such	a	way	as	well	when	he	expresses	a	goal:	"How	do	you	know	that	you	
have	achieved	your	goal?"	or	"By	what	do	you	recognize	that	this	goal	has	been	reached?”.	
In	these	two	examples,	the	questions	enable	an	uncovering	of	the	operational	translation	
of	the	goal	by	the	expression	of	the	recognition	criteria.	
	 	
	 	 In	the	relationship	between	goal	and	procedural,	there	is	a	new	dissymmetry:	
the	procedural	allows	us	to	infer	the	subject’s	actual	goal,	the	immanent	goal	of	the	action,	
whereas	the	mere	verbalization	of	the	goal	risks	only	uncovering	the	conscious	goal,	of	which	
we	do	not	know	if	it	corresponds	to	the	actual	goal.	

	

TABLE 4 -The	satellite	information	system	of	the	lived	action	

Horizontal	Logic:	principle	relation	and	factual	relation	in	regard	to	the	procedural	

	

	

The	Supremacy	of	the	procedural		
 
	 This	presentation	of	the	satellite	information	of	action	let	us	understand	how	the	
effective	realization	of	action	becomes	essential	information	in	two	respects:	

DECLARATIVE	
Theoretical	knowledge	
Formalized	procedural	

knowledge	
Instructions	

Regulatory	knowledge	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

PROCEDURAL	
Practical	knowledge	

Course	of	elementary	actions	
Physical,	mental	actions	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

INTENTIONAL	
Goals	and	sub-goals	
Purposes,	intentions,	

motives	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

In	principle,	we	infer	the		

procedural	from	theoretical	knowledge.		

This	knowledge	substantiates	and	
justifies	the	effectiveness	of	practices.		

					In	principle,	the	goal	
steers	
						the	action,	it	directs	it,	
						it	organizes	it	and	let’s	
						anticipation	play	its	
regulatory	

In	facts:	there	may	be	a	
great	gap	between	the	conscious	
purpose	and	the	actually	pursued	
purpose.	We	can	deduce	the	actual	
purpose	from	the	properties	of	the	

								We	can	infer	the	truly	

							functional	theoretical	knowledge	

							from	the	properties	of	the	
procedural.	
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-	 Directly,	 as	 said	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter:	 it	 is	 the	 most	 relevant	 information	 to	
understand	how	the	subject	goes	about	to	accomplish	a	task.	

-	Indirectly,	from	the	information	on	the	course	of	the	action	it	is	possible	to	make	very	
reliable	 inferences	 on	 the	 functional	 knowledge	 and	on	 the	 actual	 goals	 of	 the	person	
involved.	

-	 Indirectly,	 the	words	 that	 the	 interviewee	 uses	 to	 verbalize	 his	 actual	 practice,	 will	
involve	 him	 profoundly	 and	 will	 create	 a	 very	 strong	 and	 lively	 link	 with	 his	 own	
experience.	

	 Practically,	knowing	how	to	identify	these	satellite	information,	and	knowing	how	
to	lead	the	subject	towards	the	description	of	the	procedural,	constitutes	an	additional	
condition	for	the	success	of	explicitation.	

	

Singular	Action,	a	real	and	specified	task	

	 When	we	guide	a	person,	suppose	that	the	verbalization	is	channelled	into	the	field	
of	the	experience	of	an	action,	and	suppose	that	among	all	types	of	verbalization,	it	is	the	
experience	of	the	action	that	is	described	and	not	only	the	context	or	the	expression	of	
judgments.	Even	in	these	cases,	there	may	still	be	an	obstacle	in	acquiring	information	of	
good	quality:	the	verbalization	concerns	a	class	of	action	and	the	discourse	is	expressed	in	
general	and	not	in	a	particular	way.	

	 One	of	the	essential	conditions	for	the	explicitation	of	the	experience	of	an	action	
is	that	it	is	based	on	a	real	and	specified	task.		

	 The	concept	of	a	real	task	entails	that	the	task	has	already	been	realized.	If	the	task	
has	not	yet	been	realized,	the	verbalisation	would	be	done	without	reference	to	a	peculiar	
activity.	 If	 it	 is	 an	 imaginary	 task,	 the	 subject	 would	 not	 have	 any	 actual	 practical	
experience.	But	a	practice	does	not	only	refer	to	material	actions,	solving	equations	or	
producing	 an	 essay	 also	 implements	 a	 practice.	 By	 this	 constraint,	 the	 explicitation	
interview	 differs	 from	 inquiry	 interview,	 specific	 to	 psychosociological	 approaches	 to	
opinions	and	social	representations.	

	 The	notion	of	a	specified	task	corresponds	to	a	particular	occurrence	of	this	task:	
a	particular	exercise	carried	out	on	a	particular	day.	

	 This	characteristic	is	essential	to	access	to	the	knowledge	embedded	in	the	action.	
This	is	due	to	the	fact	that	the	action	can	be	considered	at	different	levels	of	generalization,	
and	the	lived	action	only	at	a	singular	level.	When	we	refer	to	the	experience,	everything	
that	is	not	singular	is	no	longer	the	lived	experience,	it	is	an	offbeat	point	of	view,	a	meta	
position	 in	 respect	 to	 the	 lived	 experience,	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 transfer	 towards	
"Theorization".	
	
	 One	 could	 object	 that	 to	 want	 to	 obtain	 information	 from	 the	 singular,	 we	
risk	falling	into	the	anecdotal,	the	impossibility	of	generalization.	But	the	first	objective	is	
not	to	generalize,	but	to	obtain	information	on	what	the	subject	actually	does	and,	from	
this	basic	level	of	information,	we	can	then	move	towards	generalization.		
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	 If	 I	 am	 not	 referring	 to	 a	 singular	 action,	 I	 am	 already	 at	 a	 higher	 level	 of	
abstraction,	more	general.	For	example,	not	a	particular	task	(simplification	of	a	fraction	
of	the	exercise	that	I	realized	in	the	classroom	yesterday	morning)	but	a	class	of	tasks	(the	
simplification	of	fractions).	

	 At	a	more	abstract	level,	verbalization	will	no	longer	focus	on	action,	but	on	the	
structure	of	this	action,	the	invariants	specific	to	the	realization	of	this	class	of	tasks.	Doing	
so,	we	may	 skip	 a	 step	 in	 the	 gathering	of	 information	 related	 to	 the	 action.	To	move	
towards	generalization	 in	a	valid	way,	we	need	to	ensure	 the	correct	collection	on	the	
level	of	action	as	embodied	 in	a	specific	action.	As	 this	 is	 the	only	moment	where	 it	 is	
incarnated;	all	the	other	levels	are	already	in	the	order	of	reflection,	of	distance.	

	 At	the	singular	level	of	realization,	we	can	find	information	on	expertise	and	
errors.	However,	the	subject	does	not	know	how	to	express	this	information	by	himself.	

	 Obtaining	the	verbalization	of	an	action,	from	a	real	and	specified	task,	is	not	self-
evident.	In	the	training	courses	on	the	techniques	of	explicitation	a	lot	of	time	and	care	is	
devoted	on	this	subject.	

	 The	 most	 characteristic	 difficulties	 in	 the	 appropriation	 of	 this	 approach	 are	
related	 to	 the	expectation	 that	 the	other	person	will	express	 information	on	a	specific	
point.	We	might	have	to	wait	for	a	very	long	time!	

	 For	example,	let’s	take	the	explicitation	of	a	successful	learning	exercise	(a	fictive	
dialogue,	taken	from	the	memories	of	different	courses):	

Guide:	I	propose	you	to	take	the	time	to	evoke	a	moment	when	you	learned	something	
that	really	interested	you,	professional	or	not.	

Subject:	Yes,	I	think	of	the	time	when	I	learned	to	turn	when	skiing,	it	was	extraordinary	
when	I	began	to	master	it	...	

G:	Can	you	choose	a	particular	moment	of	when	you	were	learning	how	to	turn	...	

S:	Oh,	there	are	so	many….		

G:	O.K.	choose	one	in	particular	...		

S:	I	mean	that	there	are	plenty	of	moments,	it	is	difficult,	ah	yes,	every	time	I	passed	on	
this	part	of	the	slope...	

G:	And	in	all	these	moments,	could	you	let	one	of	them	in	particular	come	back	to	you,	etc.		

	

	 The	verbalization	of	a	specified	task	from	the	referred	action	requires	guidance	by	
a	 trainer,	 even	 a	 very	 firm	 guidance,	 very	 precise	 in	 its	 objectives.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 this	
chapter	on	 the	conditions	of	 the	verbalization	of	 the	action,	 it	 is	maybe	 time	 to	 take	a	
closer	look	at	the	relationship	between	active	guidance	and	non-directivity	in	the	conduct	
of	the	questioning	in	the	explicitation	interview.	
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Guidance	and	non-directiveness	in	explicitation	

	 In	this	chapter	I	addressed	three	conditions	on	how	to	access	the	verbalization	of	
an	action,	each	time	in	the	same	manner:	

1)	How	to	distinguish	between	the	different	categories	of	verbalization.	

2)	How	to	distinguish	them	when	they	appear.	

3)	How	to	produce	relaunches	that	guide,	if	necessary,	the	person	towards	the	domain	of	
the	verbalization	of	the	experienced	action,	towards	the	information	of	the	procedural,	
referring	to	a	real	and	specified	task.	

	 The	explicitation	interview	is	a	mix	of	attitudes.	As	 long	as	the	student	 is	 in	the	
process	of	accessing	the	verbalization	of	an	action,	there	is	a	very	open	listening	attitude,	
close	to	the	non-directive	one.	At	such	moments,	the	interviewer's	relaunches	will	mostly	
focus	on	helping	the	 interviewee	 in	putting	the	 implicit	 into	words,	while	pointing	out	
what	is	not	expressed	clear	enough	or	what	is	incomplete,	by	returning	on	to	partial	and	
poor	information.	There	is	clearly	a	relaunch	to	help	clarify	an	act.	This	relaunch	takes	the	
way	 the	 trainee	 expresses	 his	 action,	 in	 his	 own	 words,	 into	 consideration	 without	
whispering	the	answer	in	his	ear,	or	suggesting	alternatives	from	which	to	choose.	

	 But	when	verbalization	starts	in	another	area	and	remains	at	the	level	of	judgment	
or	 general	 tasks,	 the	 interviewer	 will	 have	 to	 intervenes.	 The	 expert’s	 competence	
consists	 in	 channelling	 the	 interviewee	 while	 preserving	 openness	 and	 trust	 in	 the	
relationship.	 This	 is	 only	 possible	 if	 the	 interviewer	 will	 continuously	 guide	 the	
interviewee	 towards	 himself.	 These	 are	 the	 directive	 interventions	 of	 course.	
Interventions	that	direct	the	interviewee	steadily	towards	his	own	experience,	his	own	
presence	 in	 this	 lived	 experience.	 In	 an	 indirect	 way,	 it	 is	 in	 fact	 an	 identity-based	
approach,	in	the	sense	that	it	continuously	brings	the	subject	back	to	his	own	experience.	
Who	will	re-live	this	experience,	if	not	the	subject	himself?	

This	 frequent	 shift	 between	non-directivity	 and	active	 guidance	will	 come	back	 in	 the	
following	chapters,	when	discussing	more	 technical	subjects.	Alongside	 the	primacy	of	
action,	this	is	one	of	the	constant	aspects	of	this	approach.	The	best	metaphor	for	this	mix	
of	delicacy	and	rigor	 is	Aikido.	 It	would	not	surprise	me	 if	 I	would	have	practiced	and	
taught	it	for	many	years.	
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3 

Speech position 
 

ow far have we got? In chapter1, I tried to describe the value of collecting 
verbalizations of actions and compared the explicitation interview with other 
approaches. Chapter 2 focused on the interviewee’s verbalizations and the goals of 
steering these towards the expression of lived experience, of identifying categories 

of verbalization and of guiding the interviewee through relaunches. In that chapter, the student's 
verbalization was considered as a product without the act of verbalization itself having being 
examined. 
 In this chapter, verbalization is no longer considered as a product, but as an action, not 
in a psycholinguistic, but in a phenomenological sense. I propose to consider the type of 
cognitive relationship the subject entertains with what he is speaking about. I propose to name 
this relationship "speech position”. From a subjective point of view, it is the reverse of the 
classification of the domains of verbalization which listed products of verbalization. 
 First, I will define and discuss the concept of "speech position.” I will then consider how 
to recognize the speech position that characterizes the possibility of verbalizing lived 
experience. Finally, I will consider how the interviewer may guide the interviewee towards a 
particular speech position that enables access to lived experience and especially the experience 
of action. I will call this speech position "embodied speech." Chapter 6 considers theoretical 
and practical implications of this speech position with regard to the possibility of recalling lived 
experiences (theoretical theme of concrete memory) and the possibility of supporting the 
subject to access the pre-reflective knowledge inscribed in their actions. 
 
The speech positions 
 
 In the previous chapter, I analysed verbalizations as a product of the activity of the 
subject, which I categorized on the basis of its content, and according to the criterion as to 
whether action is or is not described in the verbalization. 
 However, in these categorizations, I introduced, for example, the notion of lived 
experience. This notion is not only about speech relating to an action, but also about the lived 
experience of the action, relating therefore to a concrete understanding of an action, as 
manifested when we are living it. But precisely, at the moment of putting experience into words, 
the lived action is already bygone, and we are removed from it. If we want to access not only 
the action in its aftermath, but also the experience of it, we need to "live" it again, to be 
concretely evoking a situated experience. In this connection, I distinguish several speech 
positions18, identified on the basis of the relationship that the subject entertains with the lived 
experience of it at the moment he speaks of it. 

                                                
18 A complete theory of speech positions should distinguish both incarnate position I 
will develop, but also an abstract position, as well as a position corresponding to 
imagination, or a position which falls within hallucination or delirium. 
 

H	
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 The distinction between different speech positions thus raises an important issue, since 
it implies the possibility of accessing past experience a posteriori and therefore the possibility 
of explicitation, in the sense in which I have defined this concept. 
Two speech positions 
 The first speech position could be characterized as formal, abstract, or 
distant. In fact, no established descriptive vocabulary exists as yet. When the subject talks in 
this position, he is not present in thought to the reference situation. It does not exist as an 
evocation of a concrete experience at the time of speech. 
 As a result, the subject will speak from his knowledge, rather than from his experience. 
There is no connection to the affects that were linked to the experience of the past situation. 
The subject may then view this situation as one particular exemplar of a general case, or show 
interest only in its abstract structure, irrespective of the singular dimensions it may have had 
for him personally. This speech position is characterized by verbal explanations, it is at a 
distance from the lived experience and results in rather general and abstract talk. The subject is 
not involved and remains detached from a singular lived experience or a particular situation. 
This speech position is decontextualized to a greater or lesser extent. 
 The second speech position could be described as involved19, meaning that when the 
subject speaks of the past situation, he is present in thought in the experience of this situation. 
Consequently, he speaks of it as a unique situation, he verbalises the experiences relating to this 
situation and remains connected to their concreteness. Sensory and affective dimensions are 
therefore present. This characteristic of thought still in touch with experience leads me use the 
terms of "embodied" thought and embodied speech position, intentionally adopting here the 
vocabulary of Varela, Rosch and Thomson when they discuss the relationship between the 
subject and his experience. 
 When speaking in this speech position, the subject is evoking the lived experience of 
the situation. 
 
 Put simply, this results, in the feeling of living the situation again, of retrieving it, of 
getting in touch with it, etc. This is related to what authors of the turn of the late century called 
involuntary memory or concrete memory. I will address that theme in detail in Chapter 5. It is 
a moment, when the past situation is more present to the subject than the current interview 
situation. In other words, the subject pays more attention, in this speech position, to what he 
internally accesses: he is more present to the past situation (evocation), than to the trainer or 
teacher. It is a criterion of success in interview guiding, that the interviewee in evocation is not 
disturbed, but accompanied by the interviewer in such a way that he has no need of paying 
attention to him (even when hearing the relaunches).  He can thus stay with the evocation of 
the lived past situation as much as is necessary to describe it to himself, while he also informs 
the interviewer.  
 
Some comments on these definitions 
 The primary criterion that distinguishes the two speech positions, is whether the subject 
is present or not to the referenced situation, which is a part of his lived experience. This criterion 
                                                
19 Involvement is not used here in the sense of "concerned by" or "touched or moved 
by" neither in the meaning of "responsible". This confusion of 
possible meanings will lead me further to adopt the vocabulary of "embodied speech 
position" in the sense of a thought that remains close to the experience. 
See Varela F., Thomson E. and Rosch E. The embodied mind, cognitive science and 
human experience, MIT press 1993 . 
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of "being present" (or not) does not prejudge the quality of verbalization and its accuracy, 
completeness and relevance. In both speech positions, verbalization can be spontaneously very 
analytical, or syncretic (global, unclear). 
 The concept of speech position refers to a problem of cognitive psychology: that of the 
subjective relation to experience and, particularly, to the starting point of the processes of 
abstraction (not in the sense of the opposition abstract Vs concrete, but in the sense of 
distinguishing, isolating, disconnecting from a group. This is still in line with the way Piaget 
uses the concept of abstraction, e.g. in the expression "reflective abstraction"). In vocational 
training, there is an important task to distinguish between formal transmission, practical 
transmission and practical transmission that supports the construction of experience with 
awareness of lived experiences. 
 I was led to the concept of "speech position" under pressure to give thought that is 
accompanied by evocation (as opposed to thought detached from concrete experience) a place 
in theory, and thus meaning. Reflecting on the experience of that interview practice (especially 
in debriefings at end of training courses, and the sharing of experiences about specific exercises) 
also clearly showed, that when speech is not connected to the reference situation, it mostly 
yields vague, general and often very poor information, even though the training experience was 
clearly rich for the person. Furthermore, it is part of basic training in psychotherapy to 
recognize, whether the patient "is simply making noise with his mouth” or whether he is 
actually communicating from his experience and in contact with himself.  
Beyond psychotherapy however, these distinctions are far from familiar; to the point that we 
lack a vocabulary that differentiates between these two speech positions. In particular, it was as 
if the second speech position did not exist, which explain why there was no perceived need to 
give a special name to the "explanatory speech position”. As if our intellectual culture only 
accommodated formal and abstract thinking. Only thought! And what about the rest ... about 
practical thinking... meaning nothing, or maybe poetry …? In my view, we have been much 
influenced over the past fifty years and longer by a decontextualized way of thinking 
(structuralist approaches, the primacy of invariants and logical models, etc.) in a number of 
disciplines. We so much sought to extract the general within the study of reality, that we forgot 
about the extraordinary adaptive value of embodied thinking, with its ability to stay related with 
common reality and lived experience. Of course, in classical genetic psychology, progressing 
in the construction of intelligence and in the ability to move from concrete thinking to a thought 
capable of freeing itself from the impact of context is essential for developing intellectual tools. 
But in giving recognition only to this progression, we risk losing sight of the need for a way of 
thinking that regulates concrete experience and its adaptive value. Maybe it is this kind of 
reasoning that resulted in medical doctors being selected for their job on the basis of their 
mathematical and physics skills, rather than for their sense of observation, diagnosis and 
interpersonal skills? 
 We must go back to the beginning of the late century to trace the origins of the notion 
of speech position,20 when some authors (such as Pichon, 1931) distinguished between the “dry 
degree”, the “moving degree” and the “distressing degree” of evocation (the latter occurring at 
the threshold of hallucination, at the border at which past and present reality are being 
confused). One can also find a distinction between sense and meaning in the writings of 
Vygotsky, which he borrowed from French philosopher F. Paulhan (1904) who was widely 
published at the beginning of the century. The distinction runs between the subject integrating 

                                                
20 See G. Gusdorf book, Mémoire et personne, Paris, PUF, 1951 (rééd. 1993) which gives 
very extensive bibliography about the early century authors. 
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values of his own experience (sense) in the use of words and the use of words for their social 
value, for their conventional meaning.   
 It is hard to conceive of this distinction as a sharp dichotomy. It is possible, that a more 
detailed empirical study of speech positions will lead to define shades and progressive degrees 
within it. 
 This is not to state the primacy of one speech position over the other, such a stance 
would be absurd. It’s more a matter of restoring the balance between these complementary 
viewpoints. I consider it important to recognise the value of the two speech positions, and even 
more so, the value of flexibility that allows one to shift from formal decontextualized thinking 
to an embodied way of thinking and vice versa, depending on the needs and goals of a task. 
 In the explicitation questioning, the embodied speech position is one of the fundamental 
conditions for accessing information about the lived experience of action. This position will 
therefore be systematically sought and identified. The interviewer will have as a prime task to 
guide the interviewee to this speech position whenever necessary. This speech position is thus 
valorised, not in an absolute sense, but because it serves a purpose for which it is alone in being 
effective. 
 Furthermore, I insist so heavily on this, because this speech position is far from natural 
for the student and the teacher (for the teacher himself and in interpersonal communication). 
This speech position has generally not been encouraged in social communication and thus has 
not been applied to school and family learning. Practicing it is then initially only possible with 
active guiding, which provides a real mediation and is the first step in a training towards the 
deliberate practice of this cognitive position. It becomes a metacognitive training.  
 
The identification of embodied speech position 
 
 Before guiding someone towards this speech position, its absence or presence needs 
verifying. Yet as a private reality, this speech position is not directly observable, except by the 
subject himself. Therefore, it will be necessary to define observable verbal and a non-verbal 
indicators for the practice of this speech position. 
Non-verbal indicators 
Dropping of the eyes 
Neuro-linguistic programming popularized the observation of eye movements, of generally 
large amplitudes as indicators of modifications of cognitive activity related to the act of 
representing (these movements are not directly associated with the visual function of the eyes). 
Long before NLP, in 1967, the American psychiatrist, Day21, became interested in the dropping 
movements of the eyes, i.e. the eyes moving more or less stably away from the interlocutor in 
a direction in which no useful information is to find. According to him, these movements are 
related to a change of attention, that is channelled to the inner experience as opposed to the 
outside world. He reported, that if the subject is asked a simple question to which he had an 
immediate answer, there were no eye dropping movements. However, as soon as the answer 
implied a cognitive elaboration, one could clearly observe this phenomenon. For us, this 
information is particularly useful for guiding explicitation. When the subject was anxious or 
restless, it was difficult to observe these eye movements, either because the subject was looking 
rigidly in a direction, or instead he displayed a true "bustle" of the eyes – the gaze did not stop 

                                                
21 Cf. Day M. E., “An eye movement phenomenon relating to attention, thought and anxiety”, Perceptual 
and Motor Skills, 19, 1964, p. 443446. 
Day M. E., “An eye-movement indicator of individual differences in the physiological organisation of 
attentional process and anxiety”, Journal of Psychology, 66, 1967, p. 51-62. 
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moving.  
  
 Numerous researches 22  have explored other ways and interpretations relating to 
cognitive style and the information processing model, but the wealth and the accuracy of Day’s 
clinical descriptions have not been equalled or challenged. Since then the viewing directions 
received a well-supported complementary interpretation in many academic theses in the US, 
which are beyond the scope of this book to present.  
 
The dropping the gaze is the main indicator that the subject turns his attention to his internal 
experience.  
 
The embodied speech position is based on this access to internal experience, so 
if we do not observe the presence of this indicator, we can doubt the fact that the pupil or student 
is evoking his experience of a past situation. 
 
 Let’s fine-tune this a bit: first, there are people who have a very 
strong familiarity with evoking, e.g. when this is part of their ordinary cognitive practices. In 
this case, we can observe looks that rest in central position, often combined with defocusing (as 
if the eye was focused on the horizon). One could say, that these people are settling into their 
position of mental work, they know how to do it all by themselves. If eyes move continuously 
and, in all directions, it is  
almost certain, that there is a communication problem that requires addressing before moving 
on into the explicitation process. Finally, it may occur that the subject does not take his eyes 
off you for personal reasons or because of social conventions, which then prevents access to 
their internal experience. Again, in such situations, we have to solve a communication problem 
before moving on with the explicitation questioning (for all these points see chapter 6, the 
communication contract). 
 
Speech rhythm slowdown 
 
 A second very accurate indicator is the (relative) slowdown of the verbal flow. Indeed, 
if we remember Day’s observations, access to internal experience is 
synonymous with the mental seeking of information, since speech will slow down just because 
what is named is discovered progressively. In particular, in access to the lived action, the student 
will often discover gradually how he went about it. This is a feature of knowledge in action. 
Insofar as this knowledge has not yet become aware, the subject discovers it through evocation 
and verbalisation. This variation of the verbal flow is particularly spectacular when 
interviewing some experts. We clearly observe the difference between a readily available 
speech, that is often rich in verbal skills, and often taught or expressed at conferences, which is 
conscious, and the moment when the expert starts to put words to aspects of his action that he 
knows how to perform, but that has not hitherto verbalised : the speech rate is slowing down 
                                                
22 5. Cf. Duke J. D., “Lateral eye movement behaviour”, Journal of general Psychology, 78, 1968, p. 
189-195. 
Einspruch E. L. and Forman B. D., “Observations Concerning research literature on neuro-linguistic 
programming”, Journal of Counselling Psychology. 32, 4, 1985, p. 589-596. 
Loiselle F., The effect of eye placement on orthographic memorization. Doctoral Dissertation, 
Université de Moncton, 1985. 
Malloy T. E., Cognitive strategies and a classroom procedure for teaching spelling, Doctoral 
Dissertation, University of Utah, 1989. 
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significantly, it is often interspersed with pauses, silences and the search for the right words 
that are not yet available to describe specific points of lived action. 
 
 
 It is also with the experts that we can best perceive the difficulty there may be to channel 
the speech of a person towards the action experienced and the difficulty to suggest that he 
interrupts his conference-style parlance. 
  
The congruence of the verbal and nonverbal 
 
The concept of congruence means the agreement or the compatibility between several 
indicators. NLP developed it in that sense. 
 
 Thus, if the subject is evoking a situation he described as interesting, 
even pleasant, and we observe no facial expression that manifests interest or pleasure, we have 
a good chance that the person is not evoking the lived experience of the reference situation. In 
this example there is a mismatch between the content of what is verbalized and nonverbal 
indicators. 
 
 It is common in family communications to play on the mismatch between the meaning 
of the message and the tone used to deliver it: "But no, it does not matter, it does not matter” 
he said accusingly! Or: "Of course I'm a determined!" 
said he while withdrawing. 
 
 It is important to remember in all situations, that it is wise to give priority to non-verbal 
information. Indeed, insofar as we have to do with a communication largely non-conscious of 
itself, it is a non-intentional communication which is less likely to be disguised than the verbal 
content. 
 
Linguistic markers 
 
 The identification of the speech position by linguistic markers is more 
delicate and certainly less unequivocal than nonverbal indicators. It would be 
necessary in the future to undertake a large body of analytical work of interview transcripts and 
transcripts of non-verbal acts with linguists to gain solid knowledge about this point. 
The indicators that seem reliable are those which already relate to the opposition 
general / specified and abstract / concrete. 
 Thus the "formal" speech position will be accompanied by generalizations: “each time 
I do, in general, most of the time, for example” (which point to the distance with a particular 
situation), I always do, never, sometimes, etc." Generalization, but also nominalization, 
meaning all abstract words that refer to an ideal meaning: freedom, interest, methodology. 
These indicators tend to show that the subject is not talking about a specific experience, but a 
class of tasks. 
 Conversely, the embodied speech position will manifest itself in the form of a specific, 
descriptive, concrete vocabulary that shows sensory connotations. 
 Also, it seems that when evocation is strongly present, the subject often verbalizes in 
the present tense, talking directly in first person (presence of I) with a strong decrease of 
epistemic modalizations (that is to say, all statements relating to the value of knowledge of what 
the subject is saying, such as believing, 
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thinking, saying, etc.). Then the subject describes his experience and lessens the use of 
comments. 
 In practice, these linguistic markers only confirm what the nonverbal 
shows much more clearly and immediately. Therefore, they do not constitute 
important tracking tools for conducting the exchange. On the other hand, 
for research, it would be necessary to develop an analysis of the link between 
verbalising in relation to the speech positions. 
 
Guiding towards embodied speech position 
 
 Knowing only how to spot the presence or absence of the embodied speech position is 
insufficient to ensure that you can conduct an interview. In addition, you need to use guiding 
techniques whenever it seems necessary, and with the interviewee’s consent. 
 
Slow down the rate of speech 
 One of the basic techniques to help the interviewee come to a speech position based on 
evocation, is to guide him to a slowdown of his verbal flow. 
We have seen that this was one of the indicators of evocation. In this case, if 
we slow down the person, she has an easier access to her internal experience. 
 
 The first difficulty in using this technique is to get into the flow! 
When the person has a sustained verbal flow, and if what she says is well 
said or interesting, then you need a lot of determination to stop her. 
Often it is necessary to try several times if the rate of flow does not change, e.g.: "Wait ... I 
suggest you take time to retrieve this situation more completely... "... Take the time ... and you 
let me know when you are quite sure of having retrieved it ... when you are present to the 
experience... " 
 
 For experts of the non-directive interview, this form of intervention is difficult to accept 
and use. The fear is great to hurt the subject or interrupt his wording process. Right there, we 
must choose what technique we want to use and what goals we want to achieve. Otherwise, we 
risk never discovering how this way of intervening in a directive way is at the same time 
respectful of the person. 
 
 The goal of intervention is as much to slow down the speech as it is to interrupt an 
attitude that is not orienting towards an embodied speech position. The testimony of people 
(children and adults) who experienced this form of channelling constraint is unanimous: there 
is a form of comfort and gratitude to be brought back to yourself this way. It is, as if the 
interviewee knew he was about to embark into verbose speech or an already well-rehearsed one 
and needed the interviewer’s support to be brought back to his own experience.  
 
 A second difficulty is to achieve this interruption without creating a break in the 
relationship and in communication. For, if exercising a guiding act leads to interrupt 
communication, then the guiding is ineffective and unnecessary, even if well intentioned. In the 
explicitation interview, the principle of this guiding is to bring the subject back to himself, to 
what he actually lived. We do not disrupt and slowdown to get the interviewee to talk to about 
content that is of interest to the interviewer, but to better guide him to his own experience, and 
from there to support him formulate it in his own words. Therefore, it seems to me that this 
guiding which refocuses the subject's relation to his past experience is well accepted and 
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appreciated. 
 
Seeking specific information: create the need for internal access 
 
 Another, more indirect way to obtain a slowdown is to formulate a question that the 
subject cannot answer without mentioning a past situation, when he cannot give an immediate 
response and thus has to undertake a memory search. 
 
 Two working directions are possible: 
 
Asking to specify the context 
 For once, we encourage the interviewer to ask questions directly about the context of 
the situation (see chapter 2 for distinctions on satellite information about the action), in order 
to guide the subject to the concrete dimension of lived experience. For example, we will ask 
him, where he was in the classroom, next to whom, or how was the light, how he was sitting, 
with what pen he wrote, what items were on the table, etc. All these questions are anecdotal. 
They are minor information compared to what he did, but they do provide sensory based 
information. 
 
 Being anecdotal, this way of questioning will be easy to abandon without any negative 
effect as soon as the aim has been met. In addition, there is a good chance that the answers do 
not belong to knowledge that has already been available to the interlocutor, precisely because 
they are about unimportant things. Finally, this anecdotal aspect will perhaps help the 
interviewee to not use his intellectual memory immediately and so he is less tempted to 
reconstruct the situation. Of course, there is no automatic guarantee that this questioning 
process will result in an evocation. We will therefore be attentive to signs of an embodied 
speech position (in particular the dropping of the eyes) while the answer is being made.   
 Given that these questions are mainly sensory-based, they will directly lead the person 
towards evocation. Indeed, the interviewee will try to verbalise that specific context when 
responding. So, this past reality will be reflected in his speech. He will start to make it exist in 
the present as an internal experience of evocation. We are right in the direction of the desired 
speech position. 
 
 Specifying sub-modalities 
 Another technique for obtaining a slowdown and for stopping a speech process 
disconnected from evocation is to ask about the sensory texture of 
the representation. Firstly, this supports the student to focus his attention on what he is 
representing. If this doesn’t happen, his attention will turn to internal experience. Secondly, it 
produces the same effect as the previous technique through a question for which there is no 
answer available yet and thus requires prior searching in the representation. 
 Therefore, the questioning will be provisionally related not to the primary lived 
experience (relative to the reference situation) as was the case earlier on, but on the current 
experience of the fact of representing this primary reality. So, the questions will not relate to 
the content of what was evoked, but to the structure of the proposed evocation, by means of 
questions related to descriptive features of the qualities of the sensory texture of the evocation. 
Thus, it is possible to ask the person when she connects with this situation again, if she has 
visual images of it or not unless she first recalls a specific sensation.  From there, it is possible 
to specify e.g.: if a sound is the dominant sensory feature of the evocation, or a word; whether 
is it a deep or a high tone; whether it is near/far, directional/diffuse ... This type of questioning 

48



	

can involve sub-modalities of the sense modality that seems most easily accessible to the person 
(visual, auditory or kinaesthetic senses, etc.). 
 This is the only time, we can go about the interview by proposing a questioning in an 
alternative manner, not to get information, but in order to guide the person to a very lively 
evocation of the situation of reference. 
 This questioning about the sub-modalities implicitly presupposes that the person is in 
the process of representing the past situation and she is experiencing this evocation. Hence, if 
she is not in evocation, answering the questions will get her to this state, unless there is a 
significant barrier preventing this.  
 To summarize these different techniques: the goal is to guide the person to 
evocation i.e. to being present to the past situation. For that, 1) I slow her down directly, offering 
her to take more time, 2) I slow her down indirectly, giving her a task to achieve that requires 
her to access facts of the past situation; 3) I slow her indirectly down, by asking her to describe 
the structure of her representation when she evokes the past situation. This implies, that she is 
evoking and experiencing it.   
 
The Ericksonian language: speaking to the other of his experience, without naming it 
 There is yet another technique for channelling the subject toward the embodied speech 
position. This way is more technical and a little bit more difficult to master. It consists in 
directly relaunching the person about her past experience. Since, at that stage in the interview 
we do not know this experience, the technique consists in naming it without naming its content. 
This language void of content (but meaningful to the listener and to whom it is addressed), or 
Ericksonian language, refers explicitly to the famous American psychotherapist who invented 
the technique: Milton Erickson23. The processes specific to Ericksonian language are very 
effective and of great use whenever we desire to operate relaunches and when we only know 
little about the content experienced. Therefore, its use goes far beyond the sole objective of 
guiding to the evocation. The formulations used are somewhat surprising, when we hear them 
without being in interview context. They seem tautological, redundant, even ridiculous. In a 
written text, it is difficult to convey the experiential dimension it opens up to the listener who 
is busy with his own experience, or on his way to contacting it. Remember that in this situation 
the person is busy with her inner experience more so than with her relationship with the 
interviewer. So, the only thing that can disturb her, is the interviewer feeding his own 
experience into the exchange. She is then forced out of her evocation, has to manage the 
relationship, stating "No, that's not what I am saying." All formulations which agree with what 
she is currently experiencing will only be heard if related to the evocation of the experience. 
Yet, in the following pages, we are always talking about the experience of the person without 
naming the content, so without adding clarifications that may turn out to be wrong. The subject 
intends to speak about her experience, and every time she speaks, she provides content that she 
knows to be the one she is evoking at that moment. It is, as if I was speaking directly to her of 
her experience which she knows, since it is hers. This way, she fills the vagueness of my 

                                                
23 This use of Ericksonian techniques is an adaptation and transfer from the field of 
psychotherapy to the formation one. I am trained in these practice techniques and it 
is from this experience that I transpose, so it is difficult for me to propose a 
bibliography directly usable, however, we may refer to: A. Bandler and Grinder J. 
Patterns of the hypnotic techniques of Milton H. Erickson,2 vols., Meta Publications, 
1975. Also: Malarewicz J. A. and Godin J. , Milton H. Erickson, De l’hypnose clinique 
à la psychologie stratégique, ESF, 1986. 

49



	

language with her own experience. The vagueness allows her and even encourages her to fill it 
herself (in the double sense of it involving her own initiative and her own identity.) 
  The Ericksonian language is purely containing the experience of the other. It is 
especially suitable for relaunches that focus the person on the details of her own experience. 
Meanwhile it avoids intrusion with that experience by preventing formulations that are too 
precise and that would lend words and formulations to the other that would induce the content 
of the answers. These techniques are particularly respectful of the access of the other person to 
her own experience and of the manner in which she organises it to put it into words in her way.  
 So, Ericksonian language is a great tool to assist in the uncovering of information that 
reflects subjective experience as genuinely as possible. 
 
 Ericksonian Reformulations 
 To perform a reformulation, we must have a minimal starting point that already belongs 
to the discourse of the other. If I am at the very beginning of the questioning and I do not have 
this minimum, I need to use formulas of the type discussed below. They do not give rise to any 
contradiction, or rather, we will see that they are open to all possibilities. 
 Suppose we have a starting point, for example: "Yes, I can again see the place where I 
was ...". The pattern of relaunch is: 

1- And when you see this place again,  
2- as if you can see it again now  
3- what do you see? 

 The first part is a simple echoing relaunch introduced in a particular way. 
The person told me, that she saw something again. I rely on her own formulation for the 
relaunch. 
 The second part is very subtle, because it speaks to the other of his present experience 
without naming it in its content. But it designates it, it recognizes it as 
existing and as present, and even specifies it exactly as it is for that person. We could imagine, 
that it would be as effective to switch directly from 1) to 3) but formulation 2) guides the subject 
to pick information in his internal experience in relation to the concrete evocation of the past 
situation. It contributes significantly to bring the subject to his own experience and therefore to 
the incarnate speech position. The formulation of this second stage can be extended as 
necessary: "As you are now seeing it again, exactly as you know how it is when you see 
something again, when you see it again, at the moment you see it again, etc. " I told you this is 
weird to read, but when listening to it while being yourself evoking 
a past situation, then that kind of talk smoothly accompanies the 
process of accessing the lived experience. 
 This type of formulation can be used for a guided access to evocation, it can also be 
used to relaunch the subject, when it is difficult for him to retrieve in more detail what he was 
doing. When we have learned to use Ericksonian reformulations, once the fear of ridicule 
overcome, it will be difficult to do without them. 
 
 The pseudo-connectors to past experience 
 These reformulations are also accompanied by a number of supplements 
which seem to contribute to their effectiveness. This is the case of what I call, for lack of 
available terminology, pseudo-connectors of lived experience. Perhaps it would be more 
accurate to call them pseudo-continuators of lived experience. By this I mean all the phrases 
that are the beginning of relaunch sentences: and when, while, while still, and at the moment 
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when, and meanwhile …. They clearly refer to what the subject is experiencing, but in a strictly 
verbal way, which is why I call them pseudo. 
 These expressions insist and orient attention to the reference of the present experience 
and to its continuation, at the same time as I speak to introduce a relaunch. In this sense, they 
are a way of starting off even before guiding the interviewee with specific relaunches. 
  
  Formulations impossible to contradict 
 While the interviewee is busy joining up with his internal experience to access an 
embodied speech position, it may be useful, for example, to make suggestions that guide his 
attention towards sensory modalities, or to an aspect of context in order to assist him on the 
way to evocation. How is it possible to make such suggestions that guide towards lived 
experience without introducing annoying specifications (which might be wrong with regard to 
the subject’s experience), while yet suggesting something? Erickson proposes the use of 
formulations that cover all eventualities. Thus, on the one hand they cannot be contradicted, 
because whatever the reality to be evoked is, it is covered by the formulations. On the other 
hand of all these formulations, one will suit the subject who will retain it because it corresponds 
to his experience and will not mind the other ones. 
 The standard formula is like "Maybe you find images, but perhaps not, it is you who 
know” or “Maybe you find images or else, sounds, or sensations or anything else you are re-
experiencing, and which corresponds to what is happening to you now etc.” These formulas are 
not used to questioning, like any other technique in this chapter, they are tools to guide towards 
an embodied speech position. 
 
These techniques are useful, even essential, but in the course of a questioning, they occur only 
occasionally: at the occasion of an act of guiding, or as an aid for retrieving the lived experience 
itself. 
 
In summary… 
 Although this chapter may seem exotic ... the intention is simple: define, 
identify and support the subject towards using speech linked to his experience to be evoked, at 
the moment of speaking. Paradoxically, its identification is based primarily on non-verbal cues. 
 All guiding techniques are simple in their principle i.e.: to directly or indirectly hinder 
a way of functioning that is dis-engaged from lived experience. This means to slow down or to 
hinder the fast delivery of already available speech or to induce a direction of attention that 
focuses on internal experience. 
 Of course, what I am writing here is much simpler to do than to tell. When we put 
practices and skills into words for others, their didactical descriptions turn out to be very clumsy 
and seem to make the simplest procedure look complex. 
Finally, has anyone of us has ever managed to learn tango by correspondence? The 
essence of know-how is that to be learned, it needs to be experienced, trained and explicitated 
(made explicit through verbalisation).  
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4 

Pre-reflective dimension of action 
 
 

s the chapters progressed, we have successively been studying the difficulties which 
may interfere with the verbalization of action. In chapter 2 we have already seen how 
to guide someone towards the verbalization of the experience of an action by limiting 
the scope of subjects that the person can talk about. Because the interviewee must access 

the experience, in chapter 3 we proposed guidance towards the embodied speech position, 
meaning towards a special relationship with the referent when the person is speaking. 
 
 
 There are two difficulties, from psychological order, that remain to be considered and 
overcome:  
- The first difficulty is that action is an autonomous knowledge. To succeed in his action, the 
subject does not need to know what he knows, meaning that – in order to succeed – he does not 
have to be aware of the means of his success. Psychologically, this is one of the major obstacles 
we always had to confront when questioning an action: to answer, the pupil, the trainee or the 
professional must - before or at the same time - become aware of his pre-reflective knowledge, 
(one way or the other the awareness has to be built). 
This difficulty results in the answer "I don’t know", to the question "How 
do you do what you do?” or in an embarrassed silence, or even in a discourse describing what 
should be done. 
 
- The second difficulty is that everything that has been brought up so far presumes that the 
memory of the past experience of an action is accessible. It will therefore be necessary to 
specify, under which conditions and according to which theoretical models, meaning can be 
given to the solution that the concrete memory represents. This difficulty is concretely 
translated into the answer: "I do not remember"! In the next chapter we will discuss this problem 
in more detail. 
 Essentially, we shall see that both difficulties will bring us back to the same answer: the 
embodied speech position. This will allow us to see and consider other implications of the 
explicitation interview and to give meaning to other techniques that are included in this 
interview approach. 
 This chapter will be dedicated to the autonomous character of the knowledge related to 
action. After clarifying the terms of this problem, I will propose a theoretical solution based on 
the model of awareness, while mainly referring to the work of Piaget.  And finally, we will 
discuss the benefits in terms of questioning techniques. 
Action is an autonomous source of knowledge 
Autonomy? 
 
 It would in fact be more accurate to say that the lived-experience is an autonomous 
knowledge and the action – as a lived moment – is only one particular aspect of it (see the 
domains of verbalization in chapter 2). 
 

A	
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 Saying that "action is an autonomous knowledge" simply recognizes that it exists, that 
it works, that it has goals and that they are achieved, without necessarily passing through 
conceptualization. This expression is actually a quote from Piaget, in 197424, when he addressed 
the difference between success and understanding. So, if there is autonomy, it is in reference to 
the more abstract intelligence, which in fact, can be dissociated from any effective action. This 
means that the transmission of knowledge, by the symbolic way alone, can be totally 
ineffective. In any case it does not produce a suitable action without time to ingrate in practice. 
 
 The possibility of autonomy is implied by the fact that action is, first and foremost, a 
knowledge in action: an observer can infer from the effectuated action that it really contains 
this knowledge, but there is no intrinsic necessity that it should be conscious and its 
conscientisation is not the product of an automatism but of a real cognitive task. Spinoza25, for 
his own philosophical reasons, takes the time to point out "[...] that for knowing I do not need 
to know that I know, and even less so, to know that I know that I know.” In our current 
civilization, mingled with rationality and formalization, it is difficult to accept - and therefore 
easily repressed - that there might be a normal dichotomy between success and understanding, 
at all levels, in an unavoidable way, at every moment. This is what created the extraordinary 
value of professional experience (it would be more about accurate to speak of professional 
lived-experience). 
 
Opacity of practice 
Regarding the acting persons, some authors will talk about the opacity of practice. This theme 
was handled in particular detail by Bourdieu26. As a sociologist, he faces the fact that knowledge 
embodied in practices is implemented both in an extraordinarily adapted way and non-formal 
way, thus escaping in good part the conceptualization of the observers. Ricoeur27 concerning 
the narrative: "[...] a work arises from the opaque depths of living, acting and suffering...” 
Pre-reflective and non-consciousness 
Husserl's phenomenology was mostly focused on the fact that the subject could be aware of the 
world, without - at that time - being aware that he was, conscious of the world (being conscious 
of being conscious). In one of his first books devoted to a phenomenological analysis of 

                                                
24	Piaget,	 J.,	The	Grasp	of	Consciousness:	Action	and	concept	 in	 the	young	child	 (London:	
Routledge	and	Kegan	Paul,	1977)	[La	prise	de	conscience	(1974)].PUF,	Paris,	p.	275:	"One	
of	the	two	main	results	of	our	research	works,	alongside	the	analysis	of	becoming	aware	
as	such,	is	to	show	that	action	on	its	own	already	constitutes	an	autonomous	knowledge	
and	a	considerable	capability	as	it	is	only	a	"know-how"	and	not	a	conscious	knowledge	
in	the	sense	of	conceptualized	understanding,	it	nevertheless	constitutes	the	source	of	the	
latter,	since	the	awareness	is	almost	late	on	every	point,	and	often	very	sensitive	on	this	
initial	knowledge,	making	it	remarkably	efficient".	Of	course,	as	I	have	always	done	with	
Piaget’s	work,	while	 respecting	his	 first	 intentions,	 I	 extend	 the	meaning	of	 this	quote	
beyond	the	context	in	which	it	is	formulated.	That	is	to	say	that	Piaget,	in	this	quotation,	
refers	to	conduct	genetically	prior	to	the	advent	of	mechanisms	of	conceptualization	in	
solidarity	with	the	implementation	of	more	elaborate	operating	structures.	What	he	says	
concerns	the	child,	but	I	think	it	can	-	without	risk	-	be	extended	to	the	construction	of	any	
new	knowledge.	Success	in	action	precedes	conceptualization.	
	
25	Spinoza	B.	1662.	Tractatus	de	Intellectus	Emendatione	(On	the	Improvement	of	the	Understanding).	
26	Bourdieu	P.,	Le	sens	pratique,	Paris,	Les	Éditions	de	Minuit,	1980.	
27	Ricoeur	P.,	Le	Temps	et	récit	(Tome	1),	Paris,	Le	Seuil,	1983.	
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consciousness28, Sartre distinguished a pre-reflective, non-conceptualized consciousness, in 
relation to which the subject is not positioned (absence of "I", not in the sense of non-existent, 
but not present) and a reflected consciousness, in which “I” is present in the sense of being 
conscious of the world. Garelli29 has recently resumed remarkable analyses of what he calls the 
precategorical or ante-predicate, i.e. the stage prior to the conceptualization. 
 These philosophical analyses draw attention to the fact that I am not 
conscious of all my lived-experiences; it permanently overflows me on all sides. Without 
necessarily being pathological, we are normally - in a suitable way - not aware of many things 
that we do. Binet had a joke: "Thought is an unconscious activity of the mind " that illustrates 
this normal situation, and Valéry, proposed the formula: “Sometimes I think and sometimes I 
am.”  On the other hand, the concept of pre-reflected consciousness draws our attention to the 
fact that awareness can be the transition from a state of consciousness to another less restricted 
state. If there is a transition from a non-conscious to a conscious state, it is not a passage from 
nothing, but a passage from an existing one that does not contain “I” to an existing one that 
does contain "I". In other words, there is a consciousness that is not conscious of itself and a 
reflective consciousness that is. 
 One of the subjective difficulties to become convinced of the importance of this point 
of view, is that we have the impression that we are well aware of what is happening when we 
ask ourselves the question, but in fact, it is the very moment that 
we ask ourselves this question that creates the awareness, because of the reflexive position we 
adopt at that moment. A lack of awareness is unobservable at the moment itself, as that would 
produce a contradiction in the terms: I would become aware of not being aware! I can only 
realize afterwards that I was not aware, provided that I adopted a cognitive "embodied” 
position, meaning a position that is present in the past situation. 
I am - on the one hand - subjectively discovering that I do not know what happened in detail, 
and I would not even be able to reproduce it, and on the other hand, I am subjectively becoming 
aware of the fact that while I was acting, I was present to what I was doing, but absent as a 
person. 
 
 Even now, I am still greatly fascinated by the practice of the explicitation interview: 
questioning a person who begins with the affirmation that she does not know how she did what 
she did30 or what happened (so subjectively non-conscious to her), and to gradually hear her 
describe her actions, with precision, as the interview unfolds, while discovering simultaneously 
(she and I) the detail of her lived experience. This is exactly what we are looking to do with the 
explicitation interview: the verbalization of the lived experience of action will occur during an 
awareness that is provoked by the elements of which the subject does not yet know that he 
knows them and even believes that he does not know them! This belief can even be an obstacle 
to the embodied speech position, in the way that an adult (more often than children or 
adolescents) is so certain that he doesn’t know, that he does not even try to re-evoke the past 
situation. 
 
Isn’t the opaque nature of the action incompatible with technical actions of high quality? 

                                                
28	Sartre	J.-P.	(1936),	La	transcendance	de	l’ego,	Vrin,	1988.	
29	Garelli	J.,	Rythmes	et	mondes,	Millon,	Grenoble,	1991.	
30	GREX	disseminates	interview	transcripts	from	different	fields	of	practice,	as	well	as	
the	entire	content	of	the	interviews	that	have	been	produced	for	theses	that	have	used	
the	explicitation	interviews.	See	the	website:	www.grex2.com.	
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 We could clearly object to the idea that "the action as an autonomous source of 
knowledge, non-conscious of itself " is little credible in all fields of high-level intellectual 
activity! To say that a technical operator in a nuclear power station or that a computer scientist 
is making "non-conscious, non-conceptualized actions” appears to be absurd. But this objection 
would confuse the theoretical knowledge underlying action and the systematized and 
formalized procedural knowledge, which have of course been conceptualized (at least at the 
time of acquisition), with what Malglaive 31  calls “knowledge in use” which has been 
constructed from action, in action, and which is not or little formalized. 
 In other words, in every action, even the most abstract, the most conceptualized because 
of supposed command of knowledge and objectives, there is a share of knowledge, of private 
thoughts, which is not formalized and consciously present in mind. 
 It is often in this part that we will find the difference between a merely competent 
operator and a remarkable expert.  In this knowledge in use we can find the sources of repeated 
errors or the cause of lower performance both among students and among professionals. As the 
knowledge, which is embodied in action, is unconscious, it is difficult to repair it without having 
more information on the actual experience of action or without helping the person to describe 
his practice in order to thematise it and to formalize it afterwards if needed, either for himself 
or for others 
 Therefore, we must not confuse formalized knowledge that is already conceptualized 
and knowledge in acts that remains to be conscientized regardless of the level of expertise of 
the person. 
The Model of becoming aware 
Between success and understanding: becoming aware 
 In the psychology of cognition, it is probably Piaget, following Claparede, 
who has most systematically studied the gap that could exist between succeeding in practice 
and understanding what made this action successful. Genetically, this awareness comes later. 
This discrepancy clearly shows that there is a possibility of success without conceptualization. 
 This discrepancy is part of the processes that are both first (in the genetic order) and at 
the same time always present (which always remain active, throughout life, in every situation). 
 Guillaume, a famous French psychologist from the 1950s, rigorously analysed the fact 
that we are, by construction, always lagging behind in awareness32. And if we follow Piaget's 
analysis of the primacy of apparent information (he uses the term: positive information) in 
relation to information to be inferred, or which exists only by reference to a larger setting which 
is not present (he uses the term: negative information) we are, by construction and due to this 
dissymmetry, always delayed in becoming aware33. 
 Conversely, if action necessarily always contains non-conscious knowledge, their 
revelation will pass through the stages of becoming aware which will thus become a central 
theoretical theme for us, since it will register our practice when we help a person to explicit his 
or her doing. Explicitation will be shaped on the stages of awareness. It will play a formative 
role through the awareness it can induce. 
 One of the important points to emphasize is that this approach, in terms of becoming 
aware, defines a particular unconsciousness, which does not need the hypothesis of repression 
specific to the Freudian approach, in order to be perceived. This unconsciousness or, in a more 
descriptive way, this non-consciousness, is defined by the fact that it corresponds to pre-

                                                
31	Malglaive	G.,	Enseigner	à	des	adultes,	Paris,	PUF,	1990.	
32	Guillaume	P.	Introduction	à	la	psychologie,	Vrin,	1942.	
33	Piaget	J.	Recherches	sur	la	contradiction,	2/les	relations	entre	les	affirmations	et	les	
négations,	Tome	XXXII	des	EEG,	Paris,	PUF,	1974.	
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reflected knowledge, i.e. a knowledge that the subject already possesses in a non-
conceptualized, non-symbolized form, prior to the transformation that characterizes the fact of 
becoming aware. 
 In this sense, Piaget's theory of becoming aware is at the same time a theory 
of normal cognitive non-consciousness. 
 The importance is in the fact that we have thus defined a category of non-consciousness 
which can be made aware. This means that we are able to become aware, through a peculiar 
cognitive process (not being a cure). Whether it benefits the student himself or for the 
researcher, it is a remarkable ability because, in order to access additional information, we have 
a new source of potential information that has been little exploited since the subject does not 
know himself (except, at best, in an abstract intellectual way) what he knows he knows. 
Operative Theory of Intelligence: 
Between structure and functioning 
 Piaget's operative theory of intelligence has two main aspects: 
The first, generally best known, concerns "what remains stable when everything changes”, 
meaning all that is organization and Piaget called operative structures. The second aspect 
concerns the dynamics of change or theory of cognitive equilibration. This dynamic is based 
on an interactionist conception between the subject and his environment. This interaction is 
itself conceptualized as a process composed of two complementary movements: assimilation 
by which the subject incorporates the world, in every possible sense, and accommodation, 
necessarily the second, by which the subject changes himself in order to adapt to what he cannot 
assimilate as such (hence the importance of obstacles to assimilation as motor and extrinsic 
cause of the evolution for the subject).  
To substantiate this dynamic, Piaget developed the theory of equilibration34, which has several 
facets: 
 
- To validate the stages through which an equilibration process takes place, he developed a 
general four-stages model (1957), which was reduced to three stages (1975) and found in all 
genetic processes.  
- This language of the theory of equilibration led him to define a set of very general criteria that 
made it possible to identify the level of complexity of each action; 
these are the dimensions of equilibration. 
                                                
34	11.	Piaget	J.,	Piaget,	J.	(1957).	Construction	of	reality	in	the	child.	London:	Routledge	&	
Kegan	Paul.	In	the	conclusion	we	find	the	first	theoretical	formulation	on	the	theory	of	
equilibration.	
Piaget	J.,	Le	mécanisme	du	développement	mental.	Genève,	Archives	de	psychologie.	XVIII,	
112,	218-277,	1941.	The	first	major	theoretical	synthesis,	indispensable	to	understand	
the	continuation	of	his	work.	
Piaget	J.,	Logique	et	équilibre,	Paris,	Tome	II	des	EEG,	PUF,	1957.	The	second	formulation	
of	the	theory	of	equilibration.	
Piaget	J.,	L’équilibration	des	structures	logiques,	Paris,	PUF,	Tome	XXXIII	des	EEG,	1975.	
The	last	formulation	of	this	theory,	essential	to	Piaget's	work.	
Piaget	J.,	La	prise	de	conscience,	Paris,	PUF,	1974.	Piaget	J,	Réussir	et	comprendre,	Paris,	
PUF,	1974.	
Piaget	J.,	Recherches	sur	les	contradictions.	2/Les	relations	entre	les	affirmations	et	les	
négations.	Tome	XXXII	des	EEG,	Paris,	PUF,	1974.	
Piaget	J.	et	collaborateurs,	Recherches	sur	l’abstraction	réfléchissante.	1/L’abstraction	des	
relations	logico-mathématiques.	Tome	XXXIV	des	EEG,	Paris,	PUF,	1977.	
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- To describe the stages of the interiorization process with the theory of becoming aware, Piaget 
has shown that this internalization always progressed from the periphery to the centre. 
 The concept of periphery takes into account what is most evident to the subject, such as 
the goal he aims at, the result he has obtained, the perceptible effects he produces, the most 
salient sensory data. The gradient of progression is most central in Piaget’s spacial metaphor, 
it successively concerns the means used to achieve a goal and the reasons why these means are 
appropriate and effective. 
 This progression, from the periphery to the centre, also draws our attention to the fact 
that all awareness comes in stages, based on a division of properties of reality, which is 
internalized in steps. At each level the equilibration process is at work, it is thus not a simple 
transfer. In other words, always when we talk about awareness it is necessary to specify the 
level we are talking about, as it is difficult to skip one. 
 This law on the passage from the periphery to the center may appear very general, even 
too general, in order to be operationalized and thus have a real utility. It should be noted that 
Piaget's equilibration model is a general framework and that its precise application is always 
subject to an accurate analysis of task and a knowledge of the cognitive relationship of the 
subject to this task. What makes this theory so effective is that it defines general principles and 
parameters that need to be clarified in order to adjust these principles to particular situations. 
From the definition of these parameters, it becomes very easy to predict the steps of 
internalization of knowledge, to know what properties of the situation will be assimilated first, 
and what will be the logics of error production. 
 Piaget also studied the mechanisms of internalization of knowledge under 
the generic name of the mechanisms of abstraction, e.g. the way in which the subject 
detaches units from the background of the world and from his activity35. He has expanded and 
modified his successive formulations as new aspects of the problem that were taken into 
account. However, in this text, I will not present all the refinements of the theory, in order to 
focus on the distinctions that are most useful to my objective. 
 Piaget distinguishes different types of abstractions according the starting point on which 
the subject abstracts. 
Thus, he distinguished abstraction from material properties of reality or empirical abstraction, 
and on the other hand reflective abstraction effected from the actions of the subject. Regarding 
this first distinction, there is a considerable epistemological issue since, for the author, it was 
necessary to keep record of the construction of knowledge which could not be derived directly 
from the empirical reality. So, when I count three objects in one direction (from right to left) 
and when counting in the other direction there are still three objects, this is not a property that 
is proper to the objects, but a property that the subject can abstract from his action of counting. 
In the following, I will not continue to focus on this distinction because, for my purpose, the 
basic mechanism of abstraction is the same in both cases, if we consider that both come from 
the same elementary level of experience. Whether it relates to the physical properties of objects 
or to the properties of actions, in both cases, the starting point is a cognitive operation, a 
reflecting act. 
 This means actively reflecting a lived experience. This active character is essential, 
since reflection is the product of the cognitive activity of the subject in his interaction with the 
world. This reflection is not a reflective passivity on the model of the mirror. From this point 

                                                
35	Piaget	J.	Recherches	sur	l’abstraction	réfléchissante,	volume	2,	volume	XXXV	des	EEG,	
PUF,	Paris,	1977.	
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of view, we completely agree with the theory of reflection developed by Galperine and 
Leontiev36. 
 Reflecting the lived experience is to be fundamentally distinguished from thinking about 
the lived experience. 
 In the first case, it is the transition to the level of representation of a content 
that was only contained in action. In the second case, the object of reflection is the content of 
representation, which itself is the product of reflection of action. This is the distinction - 
essential for us - between reflective abstraction and reflexive abstraction: the first nourishes on 
the level of experience and produces more or less conceptualized objects of thought, more or 
less thematised (that is, inscribed in a discourse), and the second operates from the product of 
this first activity. 
 The modelling of reflective abstraction 
 With this distinction between reflexive abstraction and reflective abstraction, we get to 
reach one of the characteristics of the embodied speech position: it implies the implementation 
of reflection. Reflection is the first transformation in the model of reflective abstraction.  
Let’s see each of the states and transformations (see Table 5). 
 
TABLE 5 
 
 

                                                
36	Galperine	P.	I.,	«	Sur	la	formation	par	étapes	des	actions	et	des	concepts	»,	in	
Recherches	psychologiques	en	URSS,	Moscou,	Éditions	du	Progrès,	
1966.	
Leontiev	A.,	Activité,	Conscience,	Personnalité,	Moscou,	Éditions	du	Progrès,	1984.	
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   Stage I 
Singular experience, inscribed in action 
Knowledge in action 

                                                 l 

Reflecting activity 
                                                ↓ 
   Stage II 
Visualised experience 
Internalised, private signifiers 

                                                 l 

Thematization 
                                                ↓ 
   Stage III 
Verbalised experience  
Illustration by signification 

                                                 l 

Reflexive  activity 
                                                ↓ 
   Stage IV 
Experience as an object of knowledge 
Construction   of experience 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Modelling 
of stages 
 
of transition  
 
from the  
pre-reflected action 
 
to the reflexive action 
according to Piaget 

 

Lived experience 
 Every lived experience is composed of both theoretical knowledge, procedural 
knowledge (that is already conceptualized and "conscientized") and of pre-reflected knowledge 
in action. In this model we are primarily interested in these pre-reflected aspects. 
 Again, it is important to emphasize that, regardless of our level of expertise, this level 
of pre-reflected experience is always present, always renewed and therefore a permanent source 
of new and unconscious adjustments. In this sense, the pre-reflected is both process and 
product: a process because of its continuously working adaptive adjustments and a product as 
a source of construction of new knowledge and new cognitive instruments (schemas).  So, it is 
a starting point, both first and always present, of the construction of knowledge. Even when 
Piaget (1977) points at the considerable progress that is represented by the development of 
reflective thinking, about reflexive thoughts (thinking about thoughts), he forgets to emphasize 
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the interest of continuing the development of the capacity to abstract from the experience, from 
the concrete. And, once the formal capacities have been developed, it is an adaptive error to 
continue by only valuing those formal aspects, instead of the importance of developing the 
ability to formalize (which starts from the concrete at every subjectively new situation). 
 For example, it is very easy to substitute "the known" to the detriment of "the 
perceived", and it’s even easier to do so in case of absence of the perceived or the evoked 
perception. Hence the interest to learn to develop the capacity of abstraction from experience 
itself and from its evocation. An interesting metaphor is that of an amateur draftsman who - 
with great difficulties - should learn not to draw what he knows, but to look carefully and to 
draw what he sees. The training to observe the perceived or evoked reality becomes the 
educated basis of the reflective activity. 
 Reflecting activity (the process) and the represented experience (the product) 
Reflecting activity is a process of projection of a reality from one plan on another plan: for 
example, from the plan of action to the one of representation. Reflecting activity is thus 
accompanied by a qualitative change: achieved action and represented action are not on the 
same psychological level, as the second introduces the symbolic function and the use of internal 
signifiers. Reflecting activity is therefore not a simple mechanical transfer; it is a creation of a 
new reality (represented psychic reality). Reflecting activity, in its psychological mechanisms, 
emerges from the capacity of internalization whose genesis has been the object of numerous 
studies. 
 This reflecting activity is best known to the subject as an instrumental conduct, in the 
sense that each one of us practically knows what to do to evoke a past moment. But, having this 
ability does, of course, not mean that we are aware of the deeper inner mechanisms 
(psychological, neurophysiological) which are at work. Each of us knows if we do it or not. We 
have a user’s skill related to reflecting activity, but there is no intrinsic need for us to put it to 
practice. Hence, we need an external guidance, a solicitation, and an accompaniment to provoke 
it, when external circumstances do not impose the use on the subject. 
 With this we have found the new meaning of the embodied speech position. We can say 
that it consists basically of speaking from a reflecting activity of past reality. 
 Reflecting activity creates a product that exists at the level of representation. But the 
way in which it exists, in terms of representation, is determined by the sensory coding in which 
the subject translates the experience. 
 It seems that there is no obligatory link between an aspect of experience and the way of 
evoking it. In other words, when the person evokes an experience that seems characterized, for 
the observer, by a determined sensory modality, internal signifiers of the same modality will 
not necessarily evoke it. For example, evoking a painting exhibit is usually connected to visual 
images, or talking about a perfume or a wine evidently evokes the olfactory or taste, but the 
person may use another sensory mode of evocation. For example: if I ask someone to talk about 
the moment he had a good hot bath (in which the kinaesthetic sensations seem essential), it may 
be that – for a particular person – the evocation of this experience is based on the sound of 
running water or the sound of the arms and legs moving in the water. So, instead of a 
kinaesthetic evocation of the bath, this person will first evoke the auditory aspects. It is counter-
intuitive to take into account this type of change introduced by sensory coding, as the 
interlocutor is confronted with the difficulty that the representation of the other person might 
be different than his own, which he obviously knows by heart!  
 An indefinite number of properties belongs to each lived-experience and the notion of 
sensory coding shows that the properties that are evoked are not necessarily the most functional 
for carrying out a given task. To learn about the ones evoked by a certain subject, it is essential 
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to explicit them with specific questioning on the internal signifiers, if we do not want to be 
mistaken by simplistic inferences based on projection of our own modes of operation. 
 This also means that not all evocation occurs in an 
internal discourse (lexical coding), or in a visual image. Concerning this last point, it is 
extraordinary to discover how often pupils or trainers think they fail when they do not 
spontaneously evoke visual images, as if you absolutely need to be able to see in your head, 
and every other form of encodings is not recognized. 
 The fact that reflection is symbolization at the same time (because of the 
shift to the level of representation) makes its role important for accessing memorization and 
abstract thought. 
 Thematization (the process) and experiential knowledge (the product) 
 For some, reflection takes place directly in lexical coding, in the form of a discourse; in 
this situation reflection and thematization are often confused. For other people, evocative 
symbolization, based on non-lingual signifiers, is the starting point - possibly because it’s not 
automatic – of the putting in words, which will take us to a new level of awareness, to the extent 
that language allows a more advanced conceptual elaboration than any other means (drawing, 
encryption, body expression). To be complete, we should subdivide this step in two by 
distinguishing private language (in the sense of Vygotsky37) from social language, produced 
for others. 
 Some see the putting into words as the keys to conceptualization. The product of this 
verbalization, operated from the reflection of experience, I will call it experiential knowledge. 
I also try to distinguish it from the concept of experience, which tends to be confused with that 
of lived-experience. The lived experience is not necessarily experienced at the moment it is 
lived.  
 However, the mere fact of having experienced one or more situations, even without 
receiving reflexive feedback, encourages transfer capacities in a proportion that depends 
essentially on the number of repetitions. This repetition makes it possible to develop more 
appropriate pre-reflected knowledge. 
 In this way we can see if someone has already experienced it or has some experience. 
However, he did not necessarily build an experiential knowledge whose criterion would be the 
putting into words and thus a conceptualized awareness. 
 
 
 
 Reflexive abstraction (the process) and objects of thought 
 
 The product of thematization of reflection can be the starting point of a 
new abstraction that characterizes reflexive thought. Reflexive abstraction is a 
 process that takes as object a map that was constructed by reflection 
and thematization. With all the possibilities to access the most abstract knowledge, this is an 
extraordinary cognitive openness. Its value rests upon the quality of the initial map elaborated 
from the actual situation (experience). Each of us is constantly developing maps based on our 
lived-experience and the different sources of information we can access. Nevertheless, even in 
the most abstract and theoretical activities, the practical knowledge is pre-reflected and ensures 
the success of the production of abstract knowledge. 
 

                                                
37	Vygotski	L.,	Pensée	et	langage,	Paris,	Editions	sociales,	1985.	
Rivière	A.,	La	psychologie	de	Vygotski,	Brussels,	Mardaga,	1990.	

61



	

 Some consequences of the theory of awareness for explicitation 
 
 The embodied speech position supposes a reflecting act 
 
 The first notable consequence is that the embodied speech position, which we defined 
in the preceding chapter as a presence in the past, is based on a reflection line. 
 This speech position belongs directly to the model of the theory of awareness, as the 
first step in a process of becoming aware and of conceptualization. 
 
Explication is an induced awareness 
 
 The explicitation of lived-experience of action is based on the embodied speech 
position, so it constitutes an induced awareness. Awareness insofar as it adjusts on this 
behaviour as Piaget modelled it. Provoked, to the extent that it is the fruit of the interviewer’s 
mediation who guides, accompanies, in such a way that all conditions for reflecting activity are 
met. This induced character is not new, it is more rule than exception. As Piaget has shown, 
awareness mostly arises under the pressure of failures and obstacles encountered by the subject 
when he tries to achieve the goals that motivate him. 
  
 The reason for becoming aware is essentially external to the subject. If, in his 
confrontation with the environment, he’d encounter no obstacles to overcome, the cognitive 
machine would be out of order! A first exploitation of this was 
the conception of a pedagogy of situations that creates the conditions for meeting 
cognitive obstacles that are simultaneously motivating, real and surmountable. The unique 
problem, in fact, is the one to for which a subject can and must construct a solution. If the 
solution is immediately available, it is not a problem anymore and moreover, it is not 
motivating. Reflections on peer interactions and the creation of cognitive conflicts have 
continued to create the necessary conditions to stimulate the cognitive activity of the student. 
So there just remains to be exploited, in a systematic way, what was thus provoked. 
 
 To that extent, if the pedagogy of situations is the first stage of a pedagogy aiming at 
creating conditions for active intellectual functioning, explicitation is the second stage, aiming 
at the possibility of a richer cognitive exploitation of experiences created by situations. 
 
 We thus have the elements of a pedagogy of practical situations, but also of a pedagogy 
of learning that involves the acquisition of a practice as well as the understanding of a content. 
That means that the totality of learning and training situations, whether academic or 
professional, involve the acquisition and the improvement of procedural knowledge in the 
handling of both intellectual tools as well as properties and tools of the physical world. 
 
 Non-consciousness and becoming aware  
 
 The most important contribution in this chapter concerns the conception of action as an 
autonomous knowledge, always with a degree of autonomy. To clarify this point, we have 
appealed to a particular category of non-consciousness 38 , the one that comes prior to 
conceptualization, prior to realization. Certainly, from the Freudian analytic cure perspective, 

                                                
38	Vermersch	P.,	«	Les	connaissances	non	conscientes	de	l’homme	au	travail	»,	Le	Journal	
des	psychologues,	84,	p.	52-58,	1991.	
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non-consciousness will also be the object of becoming aware, but in this context, it is repression 
that hinders awareness. Its subject impedes access to non-conscious neurotic contents. 
However, this does not avert that the unconscious of the neurotic person also has to pass through 
the cognitive path of conceptual elaboration. Access to emotionally charged unconscious 
contents does not automatically produces cognitive integration. This is one of limitations of the 
therapies that are only emotional and provocative such as bioenergy and primal scream therapy. 
These therapies allowed access to traumatic scenes, but did not know how to help the patients 
integrate their meanings. 
 
 In the experience of action, there is always some pre-reflected unconsciousness that may 
become conscious with some precautions. 
 The challenge of revealing this pre-reflected is to perfect professionals, to identify the 
sources of error and to describe what constitutes the essentials of an expertise. For the 
verbalization of the other aspects of action that are already conscious, a good questioning grid, 
to not forget anything, and a minimum of relational capacity are enough. 
 
 
 The importance of the pre-reflected experience of action is limited because the subject 
does not know what he knows, even though he already knows how to use it.  
 
The importance of the questioning that elicits a description 
Regarding action, we find ourselves faced with great dichotomy: 
- On the one hand, knowledge that is already conceptualized, already conscious:  
theoretical knowledge, formalized procedural knowledge and conceptualized practical 
knowledge such as experiential knowledge that does not pose problems of verbalization to the 
student or the professional because he already knows it and has already verbalized it. 
- On the other hand, knowledge in action, pre-reflected, that has not been object of awareness 
and that the subject does not think or know he possesses and therefore is not able to verbalize 
it on his own. 
 This basic dichotomy will lead us to establish two main principles in the formulation of 
questions specific to the explicitation interview: 
1) Do not ask questions that induce already conceptualized answers. In summary, avoid all that 
requires direct explicitation, in particular, avoid the question “why”. 
2) Formulate questions that guide towards the pre-reflected. In summary, all questions that will 
lead to a punctual and descriptive response.  
 The application of the first principle is particularly difficult because it is counter-
intuitive. In other words, these kinds of questions come so spontaneously that abstaining is not 
natural. It is nevertheless easy to understand if we distinguish intention and means. 
 The intention of the trainer, of the psychologist, is to understand why the other 
proceeded in this particular way, the more so as one moves away from expected answer. In 
these situations, the question that imposes itself is: "But why did you do that? ". The intention 
is right to the extent that any person placed in the same situation would also seek to understand. 
 But the means are inadequate for several reasons: on the one hand, retorts the student, 
if I knew why, I would not have made the mistake; on the other hand, caught up in a didactic 
contract, in some cases he will try to give an explanation and there is little chance that this 
explanation is anything other than justifications, apologies, rationalizations and judgments; 
finally, if we are dealing with an expert, the question will trigger a conference, which will lead 
him to talk about everything he already knows and will avoid (prevent) to talk about his lived-
experience. 
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On the other hand, if we change the means, it is possible to achieve the same objective (which 
has not changed) but indirectly. Instead of having the student bear the burden of explicitation, 
I will ask him to describe what he has done. But not with the question "Why did he do this?" 
but with “What does he do when he does this specific thing?”, “How does he do it?". Descriptive 
questioning is used to document the details of the action carried out, until sufficiently well 
informed to understand the intrinsic logic of the production of the answer. The intelligibility of 
the pupil's conduct appears with the description of what he actually did. 
 In Chapter 8, we will have a look at the details of the formulations proper to descriptive 
questioning; the purpose of this paragraph was to explain how the unconscious character of the 
experience of action required a particular formulation of questions in order to be reached. 
 In summary… 
Since the beginning of this book, I have been persecuting you about the importance of action 
and even the experience of action, as you may have noticed. During several chapters, I did as 
if it was enough to be a little careful to obtain the verbalization of action, such as: "Do not let 
him say anything, try to guide him or pay attention if his eyes are unhooked, as proof that he is 
fully evoking, and that this is the pure lived experience, or I am not proficient! " 
 And then, without warning you, I tell you: "Oh, by the way, I forgot to let you know 
that the experience of the action is mainly unconscious, and your subject does not know what 
he already knows in another form (in action if you noticed...) " 
 And I explain that action is an autonomous knowledge, and that even 
unpacking and justifying this case, is not as simple ... fortunately! Everything was perfectly 
clarified for you (perhaps even illuminated?) thanks to a quote from Sartre, who refers to 
himself as Husserl. You see how everything is better with a bit of phenomenology! And if you 
still have not understood everything (Could it be possible?), a good reference to Piaget's theory 
of awareness should explain it all.  
 For example, you know, now that I killed my game (but other surprises will come), that 
this explicitation interview could also have a didactic dimension to the extent that it causes 
awareness. And, without claiming any autonomy, depending on the experiences which exist 
only through the created situations, it could be the complement of these approaches. 
 Well, in summary, it is already a lot if you have retained that you need to avoid the 
“why”, at all costs.  If, in addition, you have understood that there is little chance that you will 
manage to abstain without an Olympic training, you probably did no need to read this book … 
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5 

Concrete memory 
and sensory questioning 

 
The explicitation questioning is based on a post experience interview and 
necessarily involves a recall process. This entails both a theoretical and a practical 
memory problem. 
 
 I acknowledge the fact that in the early times of the explicitation interview, 
thematising the problem was of no primary concern to me, quite simply because of 
the practical success of the technique. At the beginning, in fact, I felt so fascinated 
by helping to uncover detailed information that allowed shedding further light on the 
actual realization of a particular action that I felt more sensitive to the accuracy of 
the elucidation than to the underlying mnemonic performance it involved. 
 
 Later on, I did not feel that the current theoretical models of memory could 
account for what I was doing. Of course, the type of memorization involved in 
explicitation came within the framework of long-term memory, and it quite obviously 
had to do with episodic memory39 or autobiographical memory, i.e. a type of 
memory whose content is connected to the context of an actual experience. 
Moreover, if both a learning stage and a recall stage are to be distinguished in the 
memorizing process, explicitation if viewed from the learning angle makes use of 
involuntary memory, in the sense that the events that will be recalled are not part of 
a memorization project; therefore explicitation is close to the recent models of 
implicit memory40 or non-intentional memory. In fact, most of the experimental work 
about memory has been focused on the learning stage and very little on recall 
processes. All the variations of recall studies have been taken into account only as a 
means of assessing learning. Furthermore, they have hardly ever been an object of 
research, and studied even more rarely from the point of view of the subjective 

                                                
39  About the distinction between episodic and semantic memories, the reference is: 
Tulving E., “Episodic and semantic memory” in Tulving E. and Donaldson W. ed. 
Organization of memory, Academic Press, New York, 1972. 
Tulving E., “How many memory systems are there?” American Psychologist, 40, 
385-398, 1985. 
About the concept of autobiographical memory: Cohen G., Memory in the real 
world, Lawrence Erlbaum, USA, 1989. 
 
40 It will be useful to refer to the chapter in French by S; Nicolas in: Danion J-M, Van 
der Linden., Nicolas S., Perreti S., 1993, Mémoire explicite, mémoire implicite et 
pathologies psychiatriques, Paris, Masson. It contains an extensive reference 
bibliography 
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aspects of these behaviours. For example, Baddeley41one of the world-renowned 
researchers in the field of memory study, wrote as a synthesis (1993 for the French 
edition): “The studies bearing upon the rich and complex strategies and tactics we 
commonly use to question our memory systems are few and far between”, p. 325. 
To support this, the author mentions the fact that such studies might improve 
investigation techniques, which brings us back to the explicitation questioning. 
 
 Finally, my knowledge of early 20th century psychology led me to realize that 
the support techniques I used to help recall past events, were consistent with a 
theoretical model of memory which had become obsolete in the sphere of academic 
research but had widely expanded in field practices. This model is that of affective 
memory as it was named at the end of the 19th century or involuntary memory, or 
even as I will name it after Gusdorf42 “concrete memory”. 
 
A theoretical framework: concrete memory 
 If we start reading the psychology treatises dating from the beginning of the 
20th century until after the end of World War II, we discover a line of theoretical 
thinking, which nearly disappeared later on.  
 
 For these authors (Ribot, Delacroix, Janet, Dumas) the question was: which is 
the true memory? Is it the intellectual memory made up of knowledge and 
connected to social norms, a tool memory particularly adapted to daily work? 
Alternatively, was it what they used to call affective memory, or even involuntary 
memory, which in the recall process was accompanied by a subjective feeling of 
something relived, fraught with sensory and emotional experience? Clinical 
observations collected by P. Janet43 about what he called “unreal memories” 
showed that patients who had lost the second type of memory whilst having 
accurate memories of events of their lives, felt they had no memory at all or that 
these memories were not actually theirs! 
 
 The problem was that this type of memory, felt like something re-experienced 
and that which appeared to be “the true memory” was triggered unwittingly. It was 
not therefore useful! The evidence about the functioning of this memory was 
gathered through novelists, insofar as it was believed that this memory was only 
triggered by a chance encounter; it followed that it could not be studied 
systematically. This is probably one of the reasons why the budding scientific 
psychology did not try to research it: this was by definition out of the scope of the 
experimental methods, which were rightly intent on strictly controlled experiments. 
 
                                                
41 Baddeley A., La mémoire humaine : théorie et pratique, Presses Universitaires de 
Grenoble, 1993. 
 
42 Gusdorf G., Memoire et personne (2 volumes), Paris, PUF, 1951 (with a new 
edition in one volume, released in the Ditto collection by PUF, 1993). 
43 Janet P., « les souvenir irréels ». Archives de Psychologie XIX ; Quoted by 
Gusdorf, 1951. 
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 The most famous piece of all the literary evidence is drawn from the work of 
Marcel Proust, in particular the “madeleine” episode44. There is no better 
introduction to this type of memory than to read this passage again, focusing on the 
quality of the technical evidence of the specific type of recall involved in this 
memory.  
 
In this passage45, Proust writes on three different levels: 
- The first one is anecdotal, namely the circumstances, or what the story is about 
and also the literary processes and developments designed to enhance the 
conclusions. For example, at the beginning of the passage, there is a contrast 
between an extremely narrow field of reminiscence both from the spatial (the 
corridor, the stairs) and the temporal (seven o’ clock in the evening) standpoints, “in 
short, always seen at the same time, isolated from whatever was surrounding it…” 
and the involuntary recollection which in the end will encompass all the spaces, all 
the places, all the times of day or seasons. 
- The second one includes general statements about memory theories, which were 
very popular and in which psychologists at the time were very interested. 
For example, p 56, Proust differentiates between voluntary memory, connected with 
the intellect, and involuntary memory46 " I must own that I could have assured any 
questioner that Combray did include other scenes and did exist at other hours than 
these. But since the facts which I should then have recalled would have been 
prompted only by an exercise of the will, by my intellectual memory, and since the 
pictures which that kind of memory shows us of the past preserve nothing of the 
past itself, I should never have had any wish to ponder over this residue of Combray. 
To me it was in reality all dead… And so it is with our own past. It is a labour in vain 
to attempt to recapture it: all the efforts of our intellect must prove futile. The past is 
hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond the reach of intellect, in some material 
object (in the sensation that material object will give us) which we do not suspect. 
And as for that object, it depends on chance whether we come upon it or not before 
we ourselves must die.”  
The unresponsive feature of voluntary memory is stressed in this excerpt as well as 
the fact that affective memory belongs to another realm than that of intelligence (in 
the sense of reason and rationality), and that this intelligence will not prove adequate 
to evoke recapture it. Evocation will depend on sensation and be prompted only by 
chance encounter. 
- Lastly there is a third level, which is particularly relevant to our goal: practical 
directions to gain access to evocation once we have the sensory trigger. 
                                                
44 In fact, there are many other examples in Proust’s work, and some other authors 
have since analysed many cases from literature, cf. Jackson J-J. Mémoire et 
création poétique, Paris, Mercure de France, 1992. 
 
45 P. 56 to 58 in the Bouquins edition1987, A la recherche du temps perdu, Du côté 
de chez Swann. 
 
46 Translator’s note: quoted from the English translation of Swann’s Way by C. K. 
(Charles Kenneth) Scott-Moncrieff (may 17th 2012) - Kindle EBook - public domain 
book. 
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 This practical aspect of Proust’s text shows remarkable accuracy for whoever 
has tried this type of recall. Following him step by step is very instructive: 
 
 He begins with staging the chance encounter with the sensory trigger: the 
now famous taste of the madeleine, by enhancing the surprise effect and the 
strength of the event: “No sooner had the warm liquid, and the crumbs with it, 
touched my palate than a shudder ran through my whole body, and I stopped, intent 
upon the extraordinary changes that were taking place”. Let us in passing emphasize 
the importance of the change in the direction of attention, moving towards inner 
experience. 
 
Proust then progresses along as the information can be accessed. 
 
 Firstly, there comes the present experience, with no connection to the past: 
“an exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual, detached, without the 
suggestion of its origin”. We are not dealing with evocation yet, nor even with the 
origin of the emotion which comes back first (its cause only be known a few 
hundred pages further). 
 
 A first attempt shows that the mechanical process of repeating the sensation 
is useless: “I drink a second mouthful, in which I find nothing more than in the first, a 
third, which gives me rather less than the second. It is time to stop; the potion is 
losing its magic”. 
 
  An analysis shows clearly that the mind does not itself know what is all 
about:  
“I put down my cup and examine my own mind. It is for it to discover the truth. But 
how? What an abyss of uncertainty whenever the mind feels that some part of it have 
strayed beyond its own borders…” 
  
A new attempt is made to recapture this state with a new method process: “I decide 
to attempt to make it reappear. I retrace my thoughts to the moment at which I drank 
the first spoonful of tea. I find again the same state, illumined by no fresh light”. This 
passage is interesting because of the information it gives about “retracing one’s 
thoughts” towards what I call the position of embodied speech position and the fact 
that at this very moment the same impression is experienced again with great 
consistency. This outcome can persistently be found when practicing the 
explicitation interview. 
 
 The next stage, from a practical point of view, is to try and to strain his 
attention by pushing aside all the elements that might cause his mind to stray: «I 
compel my mind to make one further effort, to follow and recapture once again the 
fleeting sensation. And that nothing may interrupt it in its course I shut out every 
obstacle, every extraneous idea, I stop my ears and inhibit all attention to the sounds 
which come from the next room”. A useless strategy, the direct voluntary effort does 
not make things easier, this must be kept in mind for practical directions. Even if it 
means forestalling voluntary tension by giving up his goal for a while: “And then 
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feeling that my mind is growing fatigued without having any success to report, I 
compel it for a change to enjoy that distraction which I have just denied it, to think of 
other things, to rest and refresh itself before the supreme attempt”. 
 
He next uses the same strategy whilst allowing himself the possibility to access 
again, to “re-live” the same original sensation: “And then for the second time I clear 
an empty space in front of it. I place in position before my mind’s eye the still recent 
taste of that first mouthful…” 
 
 This new attempt at evoking the triggering sensation produces a first 
additional effect, which is not yet the knowledge of the past itself, but the 
impression that something from the past can actually be grasped, without the 
person knowing what it is made up of, and subjectively akin to the feeling of having 
a word on the tip of one’s tongue. “…. And I feel something start within me, 
something that leaves its resting place and attempts to rise, something that has been 
embedded like an anchor at a great depth; I do not know yet what it is, but I can feel 
it mounting slowly; I can measure the resistance, I can hear the echo of great spaces 
traversed.” This testimony accurately exemplifies what happens during 
psychotherapy when patients begin to access scenes from the past and when there 
comes a pause, which has to be respected without interruption, and when they feel 
very strongly they are accessing a precise memory without yet knowing what it 
consists of. 
 
 From then on, Proust maintains the suspense: “Undoubtedly what is thus 
palpitating in the depths of my being must be the image, the visual memory which, 
being linked to that taste, has tried to follow it into my conscious mind. But it 
struggles too far off, too much confused…” and he then dramatizes the attempt: 
“Now I feel nothing, it has stopped, has perhaps gone down again into its darkness, 
from which who can say whether it will ever rise? Ten times over I must essay the 
task, must lean down over the abyss…” 
 
 Finally a new step is taken towards the accuracy of the information: “And 
suddenly the memory returns”, together with the whole collection of places and 
moments, yet the cause of the feeling remains unexplained: “(Although I did not yet 
know and must long postpone the discovery of why this memory made me so 
happy”). [The brackets are the author’s]. 
 
 You may have felt the explanatory reading of this testimony a little too long. 
However, it provides a wealth of very accurate information about the expertise we 
need to employ. Let us recapitulate what we have learnt as to the expertise required 
in this type of recall: 
- The importance, even the necessity of the initial sensory trigger, 
- The possibility of replicating the trigger experience indefinitely, 
- The pointlessness of any strain in the effort 
- The steps towards recapturing accurate information, 1) a general impression close 
to an emotion, 2) the knowledge of an existing information that is not yet accessed 
in its precise content, 3) the accurate and enduring nature of the content of the 
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recollection, 4) the possibility of accessing the cause of the emotion which is linked 
with autobiographical events. 
 
 Clearly, this type of recall gives us a technical means of accessing the details 
of past situations. 
 
 However, we are left with a major problem: this type of recall is possible when 
and only when coming across a sensation carried by an object, yet it remains a chance 
encounter and can neither be predicted nor, as a consequence, be voluntary. The 
ability to go beyond this accidental feature depends on the possibility of being able to 
make this type of memory accessible at will. 
 
 At the time, the authors mentioned above did not appear to contemplate the 
feasibility of changing anything in this. However, from the turn of the 20th century 
onwards, two professional fields designed ways to create deliberate access to this 
concrete memory and thus overcame the seemingly irreducible limitation, which 
derived from the contingency of the encounter with the sensory trigger.  
 
Two professional fields that developed the deliberate use of 
concrete memory: theatre and psychotherapy 
 
The training techniques of the “Actors Studio” 
 
 When a director asks an actor to express emotion, the latter can either perform 
it or cleverly mime it. However, he can also retrieve a specific situation, from the 
memory of his own experience. This technique was developed in the United States in 
the context of the “Actors Studio”. It is inspired by the techniques of Stanislavski who 
was a famous comedian and director of Russian origin47 who explicitly refers to the 
theories of affective memory elaborated by Ribot48 at the end of the 19th century. 
 
 In this technique, the actors are systematically trained to sensory evocation 
through gradual exercises, which develop their ability to focus on evocation and 
sharpen their perception. For example, they are trained to recapture all the sensations 
of the action of washing their hands, or of having a hot drink by feeling again the shape 
of the cup, the texture of the china, the warmth of the drink, smelling its odour, 
experiencing the movement, tasting the flavour, and so on... Accessing sensory 
triggers is thus part of the training and results in a program of daily drilling. The actors 
then choose objects, which they learn to conjure up very quickly as a way to access 
an emotion triggered by the object itself. In a way, they must learn to gather a 
collection of madeleine, which they will use to willingly access, at the right time, and 
naturally, the feeling they intend to express. Strasberg’s book is full of practical 
indications about this task and about the problems to tackle in achieving it. One of 
                                                
47 Stanislavski C. La formation de l’acteur, Paris, Payot, 1992 and Strasberg L., le 
travail à l’Actors Studio, Paris, Gallimard, 1969. A video cassette with practical 
exercises is also available 
48 Ribot T., 1881, Les maladies de la mémoire, Alcan. Paulhan F., 1904, La fonction 
de la mémoire et le souvenir affectif. 
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the main points is that the voluntary characteristic of the approach emphasises the 
evocation of the trigger object rather than the experiencing of the feeling that is 
nevertheless the final target. According to Strasberg, any attempt at evoking the 
feeling directly produces an artificial, dull result, whereas through using the object, a 
genuine feeling is produced, without detracting from its emotional quality in the 
process. So the actors have fully integrated into their practice the fact that they must 
intentionally focus on the conditions fostering evocation (what they call the object) 
and not on the result of evocation. We shall see that this approach is essential in 
explicitation. 
 
 This example of a professional use is fascinating; it ensures continuity with the 
theories of the beginning of the 20th century and provides indications similar to the 
ones below, which bear out Proust’s descriptions. However, in the theatrical field, the 
verbalization domain concerned in this technique is more about experiencing emotion 
than action. This recall technique allows access to actual past experience with 
considerable keenness and accuracy. It enables one to focus on the field of emotion, 
or, as we propose, on the field of action also, depending on goal and relaunches.  
 
Regression practices of Psychotherapies 
 
 Emotional and body therapies which spread in the 1970s faced the practical 
problem of rapidly helping patients to access past traumatic scenes without going 
through an exploration of their history that might last for several years, as it is often 
the case in psychoanalytical treatments. To solve this problem, psychotherapies 
created direct methods designed to help patients evoke past traumatic situations in 
all their acuteness as vividly as possible. It is not my intention here to start a debate 
about the therapeutic value of these processes. The main point for our purpose is that 
they do exist and represent an effective practical answer to the problem of accessing 
the memory of past situations. 
 
 These therapies explored and invented hundreds of techniques to prompt, 
guide and support patients in evoking past situations. This license in creation was 
probably facilitated by the context of group work, the permissiveness it triggers, and 
of course, the specific contract that binds a psychotherapist to his patients. I would 
really be at a loss to provide the reader with a bibliography on the topic because these 
techniques were passed on through experiential learning and were neither formalized 
in writing, nor were their theoretical bases thought through. My practical knowledge 
of these techniques leads me to assume that their common denominator is guidance 
towards the search for a specific sensory element, which will serve as an entry point 
towards actual past experience. Roughly speaking, the guidance can be carried out 
in two ways: firstly, the patient may already be focused on his inner experience, with 
or without accompanying emotions, so and the therapist questions him directly: 
“What can you see? What do you feel? Can you hear words? Sounds? Etc.” The 
description, however embryonic, of sensory elements, paves the way to past lived-
experience, which is in turn easy to expand relying upon the strong emotions that is 
usually experienced by most patients undergoing therapy. What is a great help in this 
first case is that the patient himself points to the sensory trigger. The most delicate 
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issue to address practically is then to lead him towards shifting his attention towards 
the inner lived-experience and towards believing in it to a certain extent… 
 
 However, it is also possible to reach concrete memory while patients have 
provided no pointer as in the case of in-group work when oral instructions are given 
to ten or twenty people at the same time. Numerous effective methods have been 
devised to achieve this. In these cases, the sensory trigger is artificially provided and 
each person explores it in order to discover the sensory elements corresponding to 
one’s past lived- experience. For instance, the group is split into two and each person 
is invited to choose another member of the group who could embody a relative for 
him (parental psychological projection). The person who is to carry out the task is 
standing with his back against a wall, the other one is standing and facing him. The 
first person is to kneel, sliding slowly down the wall. The gradual downward move is 
supposed to get him to look at the other person from an angle that is closer to a child’s 
gaze, the sharper the angle, the younger the child. Thereby the patient is bound to 
recapture specific past situations, and we are back to the previous instance. There 
are numerous such exercises for each of the sensory modalities and they come in 
varied types of staging fostering motivation. I have given the above instances in a 
simplified form; a few more components would be necessary to succeed in this type 
of therapeutic work around traumatic memories heavily fraught with emotion. 
However, its basic principle is simple: to identify, attract, foster a sensory trigger, 
which will be used as a starting point for an evocation of a past lived-experience. 
 
 Finally, the principle of looking for a sensory trigger as starting point for recall 
is not unique to therapeutic work. The literary examples of the beginning of the 20th 
century are clear about it; this mechanism is daily and spontaneously used. In other 
words, there is no equivalence relation between concrete memory and 
psychotherapy: psychotherapy involves using this type of memory, but the reverse is 
not true. This memory and the recall technique it implies are relevant whenever it is 
necessary to access past lived-experience vividly and accurately. 
 
Practicing explicitation: look out for the “madeleine”! 
 
 Explicitation questioning relies on evoking by focusing on the procedural 
dimension of the experienced action. To achieve this, it makes use of this concrete 
memory: vivid, specifically contextualized on a precise situation. 
 
 The implementation of this technique can be summarized in four main points: 
1) Guide the recall process towards a specified situation. Inasmuch as concrete 
memory refers to the memory of something experienced, we are back to the reasoning 
of  
Chapter 3 about the conditions to access the lived experience fostering awareness49.  
                                                
49 Historically, it is in fact the concern for ways to access specified situations that led 
me to study the mechanisms of concrete memory. And I did not assess its 
theoretical relevance before 1992. Therefore, the theory of concrete memory is an 
after-the-fact justification of effective practice. 
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2) Guide towards sensory evocation, where the subject himself provides the modality 
and contents. This is all about what will trigger launching this type of recall. 
3) Avoid any direct voluntary research of the content of the recall. The “Actors Studio” 
techniques as well as those of psychotherapy point towards the same requirement: 
implementing this type of recall excludes any recall linked to abstract memory. The 
deliberate effort must address the conditions fostering evocation, not the content of 
what will be evoked. Technically speaking, this means forbidding any challenge to 
“habitual” memory and not confronting subjects when they claim they do not 
remember. 
4) Ensure guidance with a subtle enough fractioning, in order not to address explicit 
memory through the organization of the narrative. 
 
 To understand how these guidelines may be implemented, I suggest reading 
an excerpt from a protocol. 
 
An excerpt from a research protocol 
 This is a research protocol. Its aim is to study the intake of information the 
interviewee may have recorded and processed, even though he was not aware of 
gathering it. The professional context is that of pedagogical decision-making about a 
child with learning difficulties. He describes this decision as having been made 
“intuitively” and it proved to be, surprisingly for him, quite relevant. 
  
 In the following extract, the interviewer will make use of sensory information 
already established at the beginning of the interview, to strengthen the interviewee’s 
presence to the past situation. She is going to do it by reviewing the whole range of 
sensory aspects. The process could have been shortened if efficiency had been a 
prime concern but as such, it is particularly illustrative. At the same time, numerous 
examples of Ericksionian questioning can be found. 
 
Transcript of the end of Agnes’s interview (phase 3) 
(The interviewer’s words are in italics and the interviewee’s in roman type.) 
50 - And when you see the white colour of that sheet here, can you see this clear 
white? Can you still hear this girl talking to you who you don’t want to hear? You have 
turned round and when you hear what you hear, what can you hear even more 
precisely? You are seeing this white copybook, feeling your body leaning away from 
this voice that is disturbing you… 
51- I can hear my voice 
52- You can hear your voice, yes. 
53 - I ask the girl to read again, what she has written and I can see myself tracing what 
she has written with my finger to… A word or something like that is missing. 
54 - Yes. 
55 - And I would like her to realize she has forgotten something. 
56 - So you are speaking to her, you are tracing with your finger. 
57- 57.1 I am pointing every word she pronounces with my finger, I am seeing that 
again very clearly…57.2 and at that moment, I hear coming from there, that is to say 
from the side, I can hear Baptiste’s voice and… 
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58 - And when you hear what you are hearing right now, what can you hear precisely? 
59 - 59.1 Is he telling his pal Alexandre where to find a given word? 59.2 He is… I 
don’t know, he is looking for a word, 59.3 I am hearing this, he is telling him he must 
find the word in the “life story book”, 59. 4 for me it’s a verb… I don’t remember which 
one, but it is a verb.   
60 - So, now you are hearing Baptiste’s voice. Baptiste is asking his pal where to find 
this word. 
61 - 61.1 No I think this is it, he is not asking his friend, he is telling him what to do, 
he is telling him he has to find the word in question, 61.2 he is telling him; it is as if he 
was giving him an order or at least a good piece of advice, 61.3 something like it and 
it is not a question, he is not asking him anything, he is telling him what to do, 61.4 he 
has this tone, this tone, I don’t know how to put it… this commanding tone… 61.5 he 
does tell him where to look for, what he has to find, something like that, 61.6 and 
when, and I that’s it, I am alerted by Baptiste’s tone 61.7 because this is something 
he never does, I have never heard him use this kind of tone. 61.8 And when he is, 
when he has finished saying this… I can’t help looking there, upside down, at 
Baptiste’s copybook, at the point he has reached in his writing 61.9 to see if it…. You 
know, if there is some logic in it 61.10 and actually in the sentence I am reading upside 
down he has written a certain number of words… 61.11 it’s funny because first, what 
I see is articles, 61.12 things he would regularly forget when he was writing something, 
he would write… a word which was the word and the article all rolled into one 61.13 
and I see myself, reading some articles “An ”s upside down which stick out from the 
copybook lines, 61.14 and this is also what alerts me because it’s the first time I have 
seen that, 61.15 so I look, and I see, ok a certain number of words among them articles 
61.16 and that bit there, there is nothing written there, he should write something and 
from what I am reading, it is indeed the word he was telling Alexandre he had to find 
and where to look for it, it was the missing word. 61.17 It’s a verb, I am totally sure it 
is a verb. 61.18 I don’t know why but I am sure it is a verb. 
 The missing piece of information is related to Baptiste who is the pupil 
concerned by the pedagogical decision. This information is unveiled only after other 
pieces, used as anchor points in the past situation, have been put into words. 
 
 Thus, it appears that the pedagogical decision is based on very subtle 
information: an unusual tone of voice, the fact that he gives information instead of 
asking for it, the fact that the required word proves relevant and fits into the 
pedagogical sequence. At this extremely expert level of accuracy in guidance, a great 
deal of skill in questioning is required for the magic of evocation not to be disturbed. 
However, reaching this goal was immensely valuable all the more so since this 
interview took place fourteen months after the event in question 
 
A few key features about the recall practice in concrete memory. 
 
Concrete memory and the position of embodied speech position 
  
 Concrete memory is the memory of lived-experience in all its sensory and 
sometimes emotional dimensions. This type of memory is experienced by the subject 
as particularly vivid, to the point of giving him at times the impression that he is living 
a past moment all over again. Thus, it strongly contrasts, from a subjective point of 
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view, with intellectual memory, which is based on knowledge and devoid of either a 
personal connotation or link with a specific actual experience.  
 
 As the above definition clearly points out, concrete memory implies the position 
of embodied speech position at the time of recall, or the position of embodied speech 
position cannot be accessed without implementing this particular type of memory. All 
the tracking techniques of this speech position as well as the guidance processes we 
described in chapter 3 are therefore relevant. One of them consisted in questioning 
internal signifiers through pinpointing sensory modalities (visual, auditory, 
proprioceptive, olfactory, gustatory) and sub-modalities for each of the modalities. In 
other words, for each person and for each particular situation we are looking for “one’s 
own madeleine”, or more seriously for the trigger, which will start the required 
launching effect. 
 
Deliberately seeking access to involuntary memory? 
 
 One of the features of concrete memory is that it is involuntary, so said the 
psychologists at the turn of the 20th century. It is triggered fortuitously. The examples 
we have presented (the techniques of the “Actors Studio” and the psychotherapeutic 
techniques) share one thing: the development of deliberate launching. However, this 
is not wholly true: what is deliberate is not the launching of concrete memory but 
rather deliberately creating the conditions that will allow the launching of the 
mnemonic behaviour. 
 
We have to understand that we are dealing here with a general mechanism specific 
to human behaviour: a mechanism of indirect causality, in the sense that the result 
cannot be achieved voluntarily, meaning that we can only create the launching 
conditions of a process. Thanks to its own consistency, this process when unfolding, 
will almost certainly lead to the targeted result. The acts of becoming aware or learning 
fall within the same type of mechanism. The much sought after goal can only be 
achieved indirectly otherwise we can fail absolutely, because we have no mechanical 
action at our disposal to reach it, no external causality can be substituted for internal 
processes. This is where the duality between teaching and learning lies. On the other 
hand, their conditions can be manipulated to make them more supportive (by creating 
some effective obstacles for instance). 
 
 A paradox we regularly encounter is the following: to be efficient our goals have 
to be determined accurately, but the way to reach them does not mechanically stem 
from this determination. That is because this way of thinking depends on a logic 
process, which has its own autonomy, its own consistency, which cannot be 
manipulated from the outside, and has its own operational principles.  
 
 It can be very frustrating to come to realize that you cannot do anything but 
help to start a process whereas you would have liked so much to reach the goal 
quickly and directly! 
 Thus, an interviewee cannot be compelled, nor can we make direct efforts to 
help a person access a past lived-situation, the method is more indirect. It implies not 
asking the person to remember, nor ask him to try to remember, but rather welcoming 
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whatever impressions come to mind (impressions but not thoughts. The guidance is 
focused on sensory aspects!) 
 
 The movement we are trying to induce is more like “welcoming” than “seeking 
out”. This approach is simple and easy to implement, but it is very counter-intuitive! 
Suppose you were in the greatest hurry, but to be quicker, you had to do nothing 
except wait for the process to end. A very unusual technique indeed! 
 
 But people who try hard to remember, endeavouring to recall what happened, 
may be an obstacle in the explicitation questioning: in these cases, it is necessary to 
defuse the effort with formulations that play down the difficulty: “it doesn’t matter, it’s 
not important… leave it aside for the time being.” It is possible, at the same time, to 
re-create the conditions that allow easier access to concrete memory thanks to the 
Ericksonian language (cf. Chapter 3), to put in place the conditions that facilitate 
accessing the concrete memory: “and perhaps, you have impressions… whatever 
they are… however vague they may be, it doesn’t matter...” It is very rare for a person 
to have no impressions at all, however indistinct, that are connected to the past lived 
situation. In any case, the most important is to defuse internal criticism as well as 
deliberate effort which are both effective in preventing access to the memory of lived 
experience. Beware! I am not saying that any critical thinking on the part of the subject 
who is trying to put his actions into words has to be excluded! I am describing a 
procedure to facilitate access to the position of embodied speech position about 
lived-experience and which is based upon excluding any direct endeavour to try and 
grasp it. Whenever we wish to help the other to access a precise piece of information, 
which proves to be elusive, it is important to know how to guide the subject in 
expressing sensory details, until he feels he is actually re-living that situation. 
 
Memory Creation  
It is now important to come back to the way we talk about concrete memory. I myself 
am very cautious when I talk about “recapturing” past lived experience, or “re-living 
past situations”. In this case, I use quotation marks, or I skew the phrase talking about 
a “subjective feeling of living it over again”. 
 
 In fact, beneath a basically obvious surface, there lies in these phrases a wide 
theoretical problem about memory that must be pointed out, before letting ourselves 
embrace the ease of common language. All these phrases could lead us to believe 
that somewhere, there is a large collection of them and that the main problem is to 
know how to draw on it. But this model is not likely to be correct in achieving a 
representation of the mechanisms in question here. In fact, when dealing with 
concrete memory, it would probably be more accurate to call it memory creation50. 
 
 The model of becoming aware which was presented in chapter 4 will possibly 
help us to understand. In fact, what the subject puts into words with the reflecting 
activity targeting the lived-experience has never existed before in this form. A 
                                                
50 Fauré-Fremier, Esquisse d’une philosophie concrète, Paris, PUF, 1954 
Rosenfeld L., 1989, L’invention de la mémoire, Eschel, Paris 
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reflecting act is the creation of a psychological reality that did not previously exist 
formally. 
 
  Concrete memory is therefore based on a creation that has to be guided. 
However, creating does not mean inventing or making things up. This creation seems 
to be about transforming one matter into another, from living to re-presenting. There 
is still the problem of understanding how the past lived-experience remains accessible 
and may be reflected upon after such a long time. 
 
SUMMARY... 
 One of the main questions to be addressed when dealing with a posteriori 
interviews is that of memory. 
 
 In the explicitation interview technique, we deliberately try to help the 
interviewee access a form of episodic or autobiographical memory using an 
approach, which is inspired by the model of concrete memory, or involuntary memory. 
I have shown how this memory is implemented in the field of actors’ training after the 
principles of the Actors Studio, and how it was empirically rediscovered and used in 
the techniques of emotional and body therapies. All these elements support the same 
conception of concrete memory, which I will now summarize following the distinctions 
of the main memory models: 
 
 Regarding the category of the memorized content 
 We are dealing with autobiographical memory or more generally, episodic 
memory, meaning that it is contextually indexed. 
  
However, to be accurate, it is necessary to add a lively sensory touch, some sort of 
vividness (vitality) and warmth, which phenomenologically induces a feeling of “living 
it over again”. If this touch is missing, the memory we are dealing with is subjectively 
wholly different, in that the subject does not recognize it as his own. 
 
  
 
Regarding the learning step 
 As there is no intent to memorize, it is closer to the models of implicit memory.  
 
Regarding keeping the possibility of access 
 It seems there is no time limit; psychotherapy easily encourages people to work 
on situations belonging to their early childhood. Actors’ techniques also use long gone 
past events. Examples of explicitation interviews were successfully carried out several 
months after the event had taken place. 
 
Regarding the recall process 
 The account is involuntary, meaning that it cannot be triggered directly and 
deliberately. However, the launching conditions for this memory can be created 
voluntarily using any procedure leading the subject back to his own lived-experience, 
whether through a specific sensory impression or through emotion. 
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 This prospect looks quite innovative compared with the present research 
studies on memory. 
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6 
THE RELATIONAL DIMENSION 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
E have successively studied all the necessary conditions for a past-lived 
action to be verbalized. We have also shown how the main problems posed 

by this approach could be partly answered through accessing pre-reflected 
knowledge and implementing concrete memory. Before discussing in detail the 
questioning techniques and addressing the issues of monitoring an interview from the 
start to the choice of relaunches and to the techniques to be used in accordance with 
the targeted goals, it is necessary to address the relational dimension of the interview. 
 
The present chapter could have been placed at the beginning of the book. It could 
also have been postponed until all the interview techniques had been documented. I 
have chosen to put it in this pivotal position, between the presentation of the 
conditions that make the interview possible and the detailed description of its 
monitoring, to emphasize the fact that the interview cannot be reduced to a set of 
techniques, however skilfully mastered. 
 
Even if we master perfectly the interview technique, we can bump into an obstacle, 
which stops the verbalization process because the relational dimension is not taken 
into account.  
 
I will introduce the relational dimension by following two complementary lines of 
thought: 
- The first one deals with asking the interviewee if he agrees to be questioned and 
guided. It aims at establishing a communication contract both explicit and unobtrusive 
in its wording. 
- The second one deals with identifying, creating and maintaining communication 
strategies intentionally by means of the mirroring techniques developed by Neuro 
Linguistic Programming51. 

                                                
51 Cf.; for example : Bandler R., Grinder J., Les secrets de la communication, Le Jour 
éditeur, 1982. 
Cudicio C., Comprendre la PNL, Paris, Les éditions d’Organisation, 1986. 
NLP is an outstanding set of techniques to help communication and personal 
change. Bandler R. and Grinder J. developed it in the 1970s in the United States. It 
originates in the clarification of great American psychotherapists’ communication 
practices like V. Satir, M. Erickson. F. Perls. The explicitation interview uses some of 
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THE CONTRACTUAL DIMENSION OF THE INTERVIEW 
Any interview, but more generally speaking, any dialogue situation, rests on an implicit 
contractual framework that it is important to acknowledge as being necessarily 
present. This includes institutional contractual frameworks such as the pedagogical 
contract; it is the same with the pragmatic contract that linguists have highlighted. To 
begin with, I am going to briefly recall both these points. A third aspect appears very 
important to me, namely the authorization requested from the interviewee to question 
him in detail, including his own private thoughts. I will call this latter point: establishing 
a communication contract. 
 

Implicit contracts 
The various modern approaches of communication have sufficiently highlighted the 
fact that any dialogue situation, in fact any relational situation, whether expressed 
verbally or not, implies the existence of an implicit shared background52. 
 

The relational contract involved through the parameters of social 
situations 
 
First of all, the conditions of the exchange situation implicitly play an important part, 
since each person is attributed a position in a more or less obvious manner, whether 
it is due to the environment where the exchange takes place, the way it falls into usual 
or exceptional activities, or because of what both people know about each other even 
before beginning the interview.  
 
For instance, the same questioning taking a natural place within a group of students 
involving one of their usual teachers, in the course of a lesson when correcting an 
exercise, may become a problem if it takes place outside the normal timetable, in 
another setting or with a different teacher from the ones involved in the current year 
course. Each one will implicitly have their own reference points or look for them. The 
tricky point here is that neither of them knows them explicitly.  A large part of the 
research on the nature of the pedagogical contract is based on highlighting the effects 
that are produced without the parties being aware of them. These are discovered only 
because of their often-adverse consequences. 
 
As for the explicitation interview, as in any other dialogue situation, let us bear in mind 
that it is necessary, especially on an initial meeting or when setting up an innovative 
project, to clarify everyone’s part as well as the targets to achieve. Of course, this will 
not rule out the projections on one another. Naturally, in the first stages, you cannot 
                                                
these techniques. I am a certified practitioner in NLP at the Master Practitioner level, 
and I have a good practical knowledge of this approach. One of the characteristics 
of this movement is to have turned away from the academic world towards 
pragmatic research of what was involved in “the subjective structure of behaviour”.  
52 Recent valuable bibliographical references and good summarized presentations of 
these topics can be found in Blanchet A., Dire et faire dire: l’entretien. Paris, Colin, 
1991. 
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prevent someone else from projecting the identity of an investigator or that of a 
supervisor onto you, if that represents their current subjective reality. It cannot be 
avoided either that the relationship in an interview is not symmetrical! One person’s 
task is to question, channel, guide while the other intensely revisits his past 
experience. It is possible to attempt to regulate the emerging relational climate, 
provided that you can manage your own reactions and thus be aware of them. The 
main point is that your words can only reach out to the other and influence him if your 
actions are consistent with your speech. 
 

The pragmatic contract: the implicit contract linked with the fact of 
communicating 
 
Pragmatics is the part of linguistics that studies speech acts, and particularly what 
makes communication possible and effective53. In this line of thought, authors like 
Grice or Sperber and Wilson (1986) showed how any type of dialogue is based on 
shared underlying assumptions which they summarized into what would be the core 
principle of any act of communication: the principle of relevance. According to this 
principle, any formulated information is presumed relevant by the receiver, inasmuch 
as the intention of the sender is clearly demonstrated. 
 
In non-technical language, it can also be said that any verbal exchange is based on 
an implicit set of shared knowledge, beliefs and values. One of the main obstacles in 
communication may stem from the absence of such an implicit common ground. 
 
Here I will not directly deal with these pragmatic aspects since explicitation 
questioning is a dialogue oriented towards the elucidating and unveiling of implicit 
elements referring to past lived-experience. In keeping with this, we will show below 
in greater detail that the interviewer’s relaunches constitute real-time applied 
pragmatics, designed to promote explicitation. 
 

Explicit communication contracts 
 

The technical and ethical necessity of a preliminary communication 
contract 
 
It is now established, thanks to the minute analysis of recorded conversations in a 
social context, that a dialogue unfolds according to multiple commitments of the 
concerned persons, including challenges and negotiations which are mostly implicit 
and based on pre-reflected inferences.  
 
The interview situation is a specific type of conversation in which, because of the 
dissymmetry of the roles, the interviewer may initiate many solicitations and 
constraints. Therefore, the explicitation questioning, as it was described in detail in 
the previous chapters, requires compliance with a number of conditions to be able to 

                                                
53  Latraverse F., La pragmatique, histoire et critique, Bruxelles, Mardaga, 1987. 
Jaubert A., La lecture pragmatique, Paris, Hachette, 1990.  Sperber D., Wilson D., La 
pertinence, Paris, Les Éditions de Minuit, 1986. 
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pinpoint information linked to past lived-experience. In fact, this involves a guidance, 
directive if necessary, to get to the relevant speech domain and speech position which 
allows access to it. At the same time, we are reaching out for information the subject 
is not yet aware of, since one is dealing with knowledge that so far only exists in act.  
 
All the above elements point towards an obvious fact: with this type of questioning we 
enter the subject’s psychological intimacy, we approach his private thought. 
 
It is not ethically advisable and it is technically impossible to enter this field without 
taking extra care and providing the interviewee with appropriate safeguards.  
 
Practically, this means establishing from the start an explicit communication contract: 
the interviewer asks permission to take the questioning further and tells the 
interviewee that his agreement is not mandatory, that it is based on his free will and 
any refusal will be complied with. This means that the questioning will always abide 
by the limits set by the subject. 
 

Wording the communication contract 
 
The wording of the communication contract will depend on the circumstances: 
 
- A conversational wording of the contract 
In most cases, a “casual” wording may suffice, for example: “do you agree to go 
further?” “I suggest, if you agree, to go over this point in more detail?”  
 We may rely on our own lack of understanding (real or not): “I have not fully 
understood how you go about it, would you agree to go over it in a more detailed 
manner?” etc. 
This “casual” feature of the wording means that it is not noticed by the subject as a 
“formal” request, nevertheless it is enough for the interviewee to be able to express 
consent, refusal or reluctance. 
It is obvious that the expected answer does not have to be verbal! Furthermore, the 
interviewer will rely first and foremost on the non-verbal response. 
This is important, primarily in endeavouring to lessen the effects of the contract. A 
pupil or even a mature student is not likely to dare to voice a direct refusal while in 
training; the half-hearted tone of refusal, as well as the facial expressions that go with 
it, may well reveal an unexpressed worry, embarrassment or disagreement. If the 
subject’s genuine response is not taken into account, the best questioning technique 
will quickly be insufficient, and the exchange is likely to be cut short or worse to get 
bogged down in comments, complication, etc. 
The interview can only be conducted if the subject fully agrees with the interviewer; it 
implies a relational basis focused on a personal adherence to the exchange situation. 
 

- At the beginning of a training session, a formal presentation 
In the training courses that last from three to four days up to ten days, the students 
learn about the training, the facilitators, and the instructors in a very short time. It is 
then important, to delineate the framework of the contract in a formal way on the very 
first day, it being one of the dimensions of the teaching method to be used. We have 
to bear in mind that this formal process is only preparatory: its general nature (we talk 
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to the whole group) and the fact that it is set outside any commitment (when we talk 
about the questioning we do not implement it, we just raise the subject), are not 
enough to grant it contract value for each member of the group. Therefore, this 
proposal mainly aims at preparing the students for new practices. 
 
Fundamentally, even in a large group, a questioning time is a selective dual situation 
and the communication contract is part of the on-going dual relationship. Therefore, 
whatever the relationships already established in the course, the “casual” wording of 
the communication contract must be renewed with each particular participant so that 
each one may adhere individually and feel personally respected. 
 
-The contract is never to be taken for granted: it has to be renewed as often as needed. 
The communication contract can never be considered as permanently established, 
either with the various subjects or within the framework of an on-going exchange. 
During the course of an interview, although the person already agreed to the initial 
proposal, he may, for personal reasons, hit upon a more difficult issue: either because 
it is more involving (or the person fears it will be) or because an extra effort will be 
necessary to bring it to light or to put it in words. It may be tempting if one is a good 
interview technician to bypass this difficulty without the student’s agreement. This is 
possible from time to time, even though it is ethically questionable. But in the long 
run, this process will create increasing reluctance, on both the subject’s side and the 
witnesses. It is much more relevant to renew the communication contract: on the one 
hand, this shows the other person that his temporary difficulty has been taken into 
account, that some attention is being paid to the unfolding of the interview; on the 
other hand the permission given to discontinue the interview often leads to the 
opposite decision; lastly, the renewal of the agreement may help the interviewer to 
realize that he may legitimately pursue his questioning and allow himself to continue. 
 
From the start it appeared to me that it is an ethical necessity to establish a 
communication contract within the framework of the explicitation interview. Besides, 
while leading interviewing training with groups of people, and when all the conditions 
seemed to be met to set aside the communication contract and get to the questioning 
straight away (the participants’ explicit purpose here is to question, be questioned 
with a view to practising, taking part in feedbacks in the large group, and analyse the 
unfolding of the completed exercises) I had to pay the price for having omitted to 
submit a communication contract. Even after a few days’ training, after everyone was 
able to participate and practise, it proved necessary to formulate the authorisation 
request to be able to go further. 
An interview is part of a relational framework between individuals and any mechanistic 
process, reproduced without adaptation or personalization, is to be banished: no 
technique is efficient of itself! 
 
Initiating communication: establishing contact and synchronisation 
The issue I am now addressing is not specific to the explicitation interview. It is 
important in any dialogue situation. Neuro-Linguistic-Programming mainly developed 
practical research and concepts of all the points I detail here. I borrowed them from 
the founders of this approach: J. Grinder, R. Bandler throughout their works, R. Dilts 
from what I learnt in his European courses, and above all from C. Errera, the 
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outstanding teacher who gave me practical training in these communication 
techniques. 
 
The reason why I have chosen to develop these points at length in the present work 
is because they are included in the curriculum of the training courses for explicitation 
supporting strategies. In fact, if they were to be set aside, the interview may fall short 
whilst the interviewing technique looks right. 
 
The basic idea is that if the interviewer’s behaviour appears too different from that of 
the interviewee, the rapport is difficult to establish. It is therefore necessary for the 
interviewer to adapt to the interviewee’s behaviour, in any case, to the extent of 
creating the conditions fostering communication. Namely, if the speech rhythms are 
too different, discomfort will creep in: if the interviewee speaks slowly (do not forget 
that this is often induced by accessing the embodied speech position and the 
interviewer keeps a fast rhythm of speech leading him to repeat questions, he may 
unwittingly impede his partner’s verbalization. 
 
To overcome these obstacles, it is, in my opinion, relevant to study a few points so as 
to learn and reflect the other person's way of communicating, thereby making the 
latter's spontaneous verbalization easier.  
 
Among the numerous indicators highlighted by NLP, I will select three that should be 
more specifically mastered in the explicitation framework: 
- Attention paid to the rhythm and tone of voice, 
- Postural correspondence and attention paid to gestures, 
- Listening to the sensory language used by the interviewee. 
 
Rhythm and tone of voice 
Here are the main effective skills to establish communication more easily: observe the 
student’s rhythm of speech and adapt to it, spot the silent spells because they 
correspond to periods of internal elaboration and evocative access which are often 
particularly slow compared to the speech rhythm about what is readily available in 
consciousness. 
 
Moreover, observing this parameter has an interesting knock-on effect regarding the 
training in explicitation techniques since it makes one shift one’s focus away from 
content only. This makes the interviewer widen the scope of attention and learn to do 
several things at the same time. 
 
As regards the rhythm of voice, in the same way as for other points, NLP emphasizes 
the fact that, if there are important differences between guide and subject, the guide 
must deliberately adapt at the beginning. However, if the change is too big according 
to one’s own personal standards, it is then possible to introduce a slight change for 
the other person, by gradually altering the rhythm or other parameters. This proves 
particularly useful when the interviewee speaks very quickly: after catching up with 
his speech rhythm to synchronize with his behaviour, it is possible to imperceptibly 
slow down one’s own rhythm bringing the subject to gradually ease off, without the 
latter being, most of the time, aware of it. 
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The same goes with the tone of voice, high or low-pitched, intense or gentle, 
harmonious or dissonant: these are the features the interviewer may focus on. Getting 
close to these parameters without “mimicking” the other, i.e. without copying 
constantly and excessively, can play no small part in establishing rapport.  
 
Moreover, several steps can be distinguished in this task of synchronisation with the 
other: 
- At the very beginning, while contact is being made, in particular in standard interview 
situations where one gets to know one another (in a group of students working on a 
yearly basis, the synchronisation is also necessary but it is already more or less in 
place), it is important to listen to the speech (para-verbal field: tone, rhythm, 
resonance), and to subtly harmonize with them while noticing the induced effects. 
- While the subject is being guided towards evocation, it is important to be silent and 
wait for the cognitive work to be carried out. This can be pinpointed via non-verbal 
markers (cf. chap. 3). If it is necessary to help and channel evocation, it is then often 
relevant to use a peaceful low tone of voice which allows making oneself heard by the 
other person without disturbing his inner line of thought.  
 

Postures and gestures: non-verbal synchronisation 

Postural correspondence 
 
Another potential difficult point in communication is the fact that the non-verbal 
disparity is too important. Often this can be easily spotted in the general position of 
the body, i.e. the postural aspect. The fact of being at the same level as the student 
to communicate with him is now well known. The distance created by the fact that 
one is standing while the other is sitting does not favour the exchange. You must have 
watched the caricature aspect of an interview, when the interviewer is leaning forward, 
intent, plying the other with questions while the interviewee has recoiled to the back 
of the chair, as far as possible from the interviewer. Quietly initiating a postural 
correspondence generally has positive effects on communication. Synchronizing with 
the other means observing the subject’s posture and mirroring it at least partially. Here 
again, being too precise in the imitation may prove disturbing and counter the initial 
intention. 
	
When watching video recordings of friendly exchanges, one can notice (particularly 
speeded-up), how postural correspondence is spontaneously established. Bodies 
lean at the same time, laughter bursts out simultaneously, micro-gestures spread 
across the group (scratching one’s ear, folding one’s arms). The power of this non-
verbal communication is also genetically easy to notice in the relationships between 
children. 
 
In some key moments of the interview, particularly at times when one is becoming 
aware, making discoveries, one’s posture is accompanied with swaying and nodding 
one’s head. Synchronizing may then mean discreetly echoing this rhythm with one’s 
hand. 
 
Reproducing gestures 
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The careful observation of the gestures that go together with putting something in 
words is an extremely precious non-verbal source of information, because it gives 
evidence of pre-reflected information that is expressed in this way before the subject 
becomes aware of it. 
 
Whenever putting things in words proves a little difficult, it is quite relevant, while 
formulating a relaunch - whether a question or a reformulation - to accompany it with 
an unobtrusive reproduction of the interviewee’s gesture. I am using the adjective 
“unobtrusive” to emphasize that it is never a cumbersome imitation: continuous or too 
strongly mirroring. In particular, when the gestures are wide, numerous, exuberant, it 
would definitely be ridiculous to imitate them faithfully. Conversely, it is effective to 
reproduce them more soberly, even if it means choosing only the rhythm or the 
beginnings. The main point is that the gestural reproduction accompanies and 
highlights the interviewer’s words when formulating a relaunch. 
 
The techniques I am describing here must be practised and experienced in order to 
be relevant when used. 
 
Sensory language: 
 Eye movements and sensory vocabulary 
 
Since the turn of the last century, it is a fact that evoking a reality can be done 
according to various sensory patterns which have generally been defined following 
the different sensory modalities: visual, auditory, kinaesthetic. The olfactory and 
gustatory codes do have a function, though, at present, their importance is not clearly 
grasped at all. NLP systematized this approach by proposing to analyse the structure 
of representation using a series of contrasted features, which were called sub-
modalities (cf. chap. 4 in which this issue is already covered). 
 
We strongly miss systematic differential studies to establish accurately to what extent 
sensory coding is a stable cognitive style through a variety of tasks for one and the 
same subject. But it seems that practically, whenever the discordance between the 
interviewee’s and the interviewer’s preferred sensory coding is not taken into account, 
this causes a breakdown in communication. 
 
As an example, when working on video recordings bearing on the verbalization of 
intellectual processes following exercises about logical reasoning, it appeared that 
the teenager concerned, who was talking, had a representation in the form of a visual 
image - which led her to talk as if things were obvious: “you can see it”. However, the 
instructor did not see anything and did not even think of questioning the “see” 
because it was so far from his own subjective reality. Consequently, the 
communication was disrupted. This type of observation was repeated in many training 
situations and every time the same conclusion could be drawn: if the instructor does 
not identify the subject’s preferred representational sensory coding and if he is not 
able to express using Anglo-English simultaneous interpretation (i.e.: visual-auditory, 
for example), the dialogue may be interrupted or become very difficult. 
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Of course, once again, it is initially the instructor’s job to adapt. This involves three 
skills: 

- Spotting the interviewee’s preferred sensory coding  
- Knowing our own preferred representational systems to identify what 

may be a hindrance to the unfolding of the dialogue, 
- Being able to switch from one sensory modality to another.  

 
Tracking the sensory modalities used by the interviewee 
 

• Eye movements 
One of the most essential contributions of NLP is to have drawn attention to the link 
existing between eye accessing cues (upwards /downwards) and sensory modalities. 
Indeed, in their very first publications, Grinder and Bandler established a 
correspondence between the fact that when evoking a visual image, eyes flickered 
upwards, (we are not dealing here with the left or right sides of eye accessing cues), 
a level gaze was associated with an auditory memory access (sonorous or lexical), 
and a downward gaze was linked with the private sphere, either to the right as regards 
feeling, or to the left as regards inner dialogue.  
Several points may be challenged regarding these basic distinctions. 
The first disturbing point is imagining eyes as mobile parts of the body whose 
movements could be seen as expressive gestures: in this case, eyes are not used as 
sensory organs. But when hands and arms accompany and stress the speech, they 
are not used as prehensile organs either! 
 
The second enigmatic point is that nothing is known about the way these cues came 
to represent a benchmark for the sensory modalities of evocation. In other words, 
nothing is known about the way this knowledge was historically elaborated. This is 
particularly puzzling as these indicators have been accessible to everyone from times 
immemorial and have only been highlighted since the 1970s. Worse, from a 
neuropsychological point of view, no hypothesis in recent or former scientific literature 
exists to support this correlation between the sensory modalities of evocation and eye 
movement. All the works listed before NLP, build hypotheses about lateral eye 
movement, but not on upward or downward eye movements, which are systematically 
overlooked. 
 
The only matter that looks properly settled is the empirical relevance of these 
interpretations. Numerous papers about this issue have been produced in the United 
States. Among the most convincing ones are the video recordings of a selected 
sample of students (the selection being based for instance, on the fact that they had 
no lateralizing problems). The students were videoed talking freely or answering 
sensory-oriented questions. The recordings were later carefully analysed by NLP 
experts using pictures only (the sound was off). The inter-rate correlations were about 
80% and the predictions about the sensory modality used, inferred from eye 
accessing cues, were 90% right as regards the visual modality and a little less for the 
other ones. Another source of validation came from two theses regarding cognitive 
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strategies in learning how to spell, in which eye accessing cues were systematically 
manipulated so as to make the evocation of linguistic signifiers easier54. 
 
Observing eye movement allows one to gain precious information throughout an 
interview. It is easy to use and enables the interviewer, when formulating relaunches, 
to mirror the assumed sensory modality. 
 

• Accompanying gestures 
Often, inferences drawn from eye movements can be corroborated by the shape of a 
gesture punctuating the speech; a hand circling an ear and emphasizing the fact that 
the subject is accessing inner dialogue, or evoking either a sound or words; hands 
that sketch out something in space in front of the subject, at the spot where what he 
is “seeing” something (what is being evoked visually); or even the difference in the 
part played by kinaesthetic sub-modalities for pianists (for instance, the importance 
of fingering sequences) whether or not the evocation is accompanied by a mimetic 
gesture. 
 
 

• Sensory vocabulary 
A list was made long ago of all the sensory predicates used either directly or 
metaphorically while speaking, the same goes for adjectives and other vocabulary 
elements which can be sensorial indexed: “I see what you mean”, “this is very clear”, 
“I hear your argument”, etc. 
 
This monitoring can interestingly be taken into account, but only as extra evidence of 
inferences drawn from the other non-verbal cues. 
 
In fact, in many cases, there is not one unequivocal sensory interpretation of the words 
used. For instance, the fact of something “being clear” for many people refers to a 
visual indicator (such as colour, light, legibility) but for others this qualifies a sound as 
being particularly clean and distinct. The fact of leaning forward may emphasize either 
one’s own bodily sensation, or refer to a movement that one feels, or stress the 
opening and framing of space, therefore an essentially visual indicator. 
 
Sensory vocabulary is therefore interesting but cannot by itself provide evidence of a 
sensory modality. 
 
Matching the interviewee’s sensory code 
 
Once the sensory code has been found, and provided that this is confirmed 
throughout the rest of the interview, it is appropriate to use this information to match 
one’s own sensory language with the interviewee’s. 
 

                                                
54 Cf. theses by: Loiselle F., The effect of eye placement on orthographic 
memorization. Faculté des sciences sociales Université de Moncton, 1985. Malloy T. 
E., Cognitive strategies and a classroom procedure for teaching spelling, 
Department of Psychology, University of Utah, 1989. 
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Particularly when formulating questions and relaunches, it is essential to remember 
that what is being questioned is evocation and not the perceived past reality. If a 
student told you that he could clearly see the grammar rule he was to apply and that 
his eye movements were consistent with this, it would be untimely to ask him directly 
whether he was talking to himself or what he was feeling. A direct sensory question 
that is irrelevant to the student’s sensory modality (“what can you see?” when he is 
actually hearing something) will often upset the unfolding of an interview. In short, the 
subject does not understand the question and besides, you often do not understand 
that he does not understand such an easy question! And so indirectly, communication 
is disrupted, there is a feeling of misunderstanding and the interviewer is left in the 
dark about what this misunderstanding is about. To be able to rightly match sensory 
coding systems requires an experiential knowledge of our personal preferred coding 
system.  
 
In summary 
This chapter plays a pivotal role in the book; it is thematically different from the 
previous ones in the sense that it does not directly deal with the conditions that allow 
a past lived-experience to be put into words, but with the relational dimension of an 
interview. 
 
Two topics were developed. 
 
The first one is about establishing a communication contract, which is explicitly 
formulated, even in an informal way, i.e. without a specific “staging”. 
 
I carefully distinguished the explicit communication contract from all the ones that are 
already necessarily at work solely because of the circumstances of the interview, the 
people involved, their cultural, linguistic common points etc., which mean that they 
can talk to each other. 
 
In the second part, I borrowed from NLP part of their practical skill regarding the 
observation of verbal and non-verbal communication indicators: rhythm and tone of 
voice, gestures and posture, sensory coding as shown by eye movements, by 
gestures and vocabulary. Using them, the interviewer can synchronize unobtrusively 
with the interviewee and in case of difficulty during the unfolding of the interview, can 
always check if one of these elements was forgotten and may have caused the 
difficulty. 
 
Do not worry about the many possible indicators and the acute skill of observation 
needed here. This expertise will easily be acquired through repeated practice while 
learning.   
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Chapter	7	

Initiating	and	focusing	

	

L	et’s	take	a	look	at	the	explicitation	interview	from	its	development	point	of	view.	

To	address	these	dynamic	aspects,	I	will	describe	how	to	formulate	the	relaunches	based	
on	the	"instantaneous"	analysis	of	the	answers	of	the	interviewee.	

	

The	functions	of	the	relaunches	and	the	framework	of	implementation	

The	functions	of	the	relaunches	

	 Metaphorically	speaking,	each	relaunch	can	be	primarily	considered	as	a	railway	
point,	and	therefore,	we	can	encounter	two	technical	problems:	

-	 handling	 the	 switch:	 what	 are	 the	 appropriate	 formulations	 that	 fit	 the	 pursued	
purposes,	and	which	are	not	suited?	

-	determining	in	which	direction	to	steer	the	dialogue.	

	 This	metaphor	is	limited	by	its	mechanical	aspect.	The	result	of	a	relaunch	is	mostly	
its	influence;	it	induces	a	direction	or	an	effect,	without	being	the	cause	of	the	effect,	in	the	
mechanical	sense	of	the	term.	

	 The	manoeuvre	of	this	switch	is	modulated	by	several	factors.	The	most	important	
are	 the	 relaunches	 during	 the	 interview	 that	 steer	 towards	 different	 functions.	 I	
distinguish	 four	 functions	 that	 I	will	 shortly	present	 and	discuss	 in	more	detail	 in	 the	
chapters	7,	8	and	9.	The	different	dialogue	situations	are	also	an	important	aspect	that	I	
will	take	into	account:	

-	 at	 the	beginning,	or	after	an	 interruption,	 initiate	 the	exchange	 in	order	 to	guide	 the	
activity	and	establish	communication;	

-	in	certain	types	of	exchanges	(feedback,	supervision,)	the	potential	area	of	questioning	
is	vast,	so	it	may	be	necessary	to	focus	–	meaning,	to	seek	together	with	the	interviewee	–	
on	 a	 particular	 point	 or	 moment	 that	 will	 be	 the	 object	 of	 the	 exchange	 (these	 two	
functions	are	studied	in	this	chapter);	
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-	 when	 these	 first	 functions	 are	 fulfilled,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 elucidate,	 -	 meaning,	 the	
revelation	of	 the	course	of	action	 to	a	given	degree	of	 fineness	of	 the	description,	 to	a	
certain	degree	of	completeness	-	according	to	the	respect	of	ethics	and	the	consistency	of	
the	aims	pursued	(Chapter	8);	

-	at	any	time,	but	especially	in	the	beginning	of	the	exchange,	or,	in	general	in	any	situation	
where	the	conditions	are	no	longer	met:	regulate	the	exchange	in	a	way	that	ensures	the	
compliance	with	the	condition	that	permits	the	verbalization	of	the	action	(Chapter	9).	

	 Table	 6	 summarizes	 the	 functions	 of	 relaunches	 in	 the	 explicitation	 interview;	
it	shows	the	decisions	that	have	to	be	made	between	focusing,	elucidating	if	possible	and	
relevant,	and	otherwise	regulating	as	much	as	necessary	(the	initialization	function	of	the	
exchange	is	not	represented).	
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TABLE	6	-	Functional	classification	of	the	decision	to	relaunch	 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

RELAUNCH	by	actively	guiding	and	accompanying	

	
STAY	in	the	questioning	frame	  LEAVE	the	

questioning	frame	

	
The	information	is	sufficient,	

it	is	still	possible	and	
desirable	to	address	
the	collection	of	new	

Information	

 The	information	contained	in	
the	reply	is	interesting,	but	
insufficient	in	relation	to	the	

intended	purpose	

 The	quest	for	information	
causes	a	problem	or	is	

no	longer	the	purpose	of	the	
interaction	

     

FOCUS	  ELUCIDATE	  REGULATE	

IDENTIFY	
the	sources	of	information	 																																																							-	remain	silent	

ENCOURAGE																													-	approve:	hum,	yes,	good	
the	current	verbalization							smile,	nod,	gestural	and	
																																																							postural	agreement 

Answer(s) of the interviewee 
Answer(s) of the interviewee 
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1)	Return	to	an	information	
that	has	already	been	
formulated,	but	which	had	not	
yet	been	clarified	(too	much	
information	at	the	same	time,	
information	whose	value	and	
relevance	have	not	been	
perceived	at	that	time).	
	
2)	Suggest	a	theme,	a	direction,	
a	focus	of	questioning	on	a	point	
which	has	not	yet	been	
addressed	by	the	interviewee,	
but	of	which	the	interviewer	
assumes	its	presence.	Implying	a	
"map"	of	information	sought,	
based	on	the	knowledge	of	the	
task,	and	implying	knowledge	of	
where	you	are	on	this	map.	
	
3)	Open	the	choice	to	the	
interviewee	of	the	point	that	will	
be	explicited:	"I	propose	you	
choose	a	moment	that	is	
important	to	you	...	a	moment	
that	has	particularly	interested	
you	..."	It's	a	way	to	search	
information	that	
is	particularly	relevant	in	the	
supervisions,	feedback,	or	
analysis	of	practice.	

 With	reference	to	the	action:	
1)	Presence	of	relevant	
information,	but	not	detailed	
enough.	
Unfold	the	information	
and	proceed	to	a	more	detailed	
description.	

2)	Absence	of	relevant	
information	
Guide	towards	the	verbalization	
of	a	functional,	absent	aspect	
of	the	action:	
-	procedural	aspects	
(how	to	obtain	information,	
preparation,	execution),	
-	declarative	aspects	(knowledge,	
rules),	
-	intentional	aspects	(goals,	
purpose),	
-	evocative	aspects	(sensory	
texture),	
-	modal	aspects	(certainty,	
necessity,	epistemics,	etc.),	
-	regulatory	aspects	(temporal	
field,	area	of	possibilities).	

With	reference	to	the	
vocalization:	
Locate	in	the	formulations,	in	
order	to	question,	if	necessary:		
-	omissions;	
-	inaccuracies;	
-	generalizations.	

 Problems	in	the	collection	
1)	Check	if	the	conditions	for	
explicitation	are	present:	
(if	necessary,	renegotiate)	
-	the	interviewee	is	willing	to	
verbalize	
(the	communication	contract	is	
proposed	again)	
-	he	refers	to	a	real	and	specified	
task;	
-	the	putting	into	words	is	well	
linked	to	the	lived-experience,	he	
is	thus	in	evocation	of	the	
experience;	
-	the	type	of	verbalization	is	
based	on	his	own	action	rather	
than	on	the	context	or	comments.	
	
2)	Check	if	the	subject	has	no	
particular	problem	that	
withholds	him/	her	from	
experiencing	his/her	own	
thoughts	
(difficulty	to	evoke,	difficulty	in	
accessing	a	particular	experience,	
difficulty	to	identify	what	he	is	
evoking)	
Analysis	of	his	present	approach	
"When	you	try	to	evoke,	how	do	
you	go	about	it?	"	
	
Educational	monitoring	
Continue	the	questioning	to	
accompany	the	increased	
awareness,	even	if	the	
elucidation	is	completed.	
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The	contexts	of	implementation	of	the	explicitation	interview	
	 To	realize	an	explicitation	interview,	one	needs	to	consider	each	function	of	the	
relaunches	in	the	context	of	three	possible	conditions:	
-	punctual	use,	
-	systematic	use	in	a	reflexive	feedback,	
-	long	interview	for	information	or	research.	
In	the	following,	I	will	summarize	the	main	characteristics	of	these	three	conditions	of	
use	
	
Punctual	use	of	the	explicitation	questioning	

	 The	 group	 (whatever	 its	 size,	 from	 two	 to	 X	 persons)	 does	 not	 aim	 reflexive	
feedback	but	 is	 rather	centered	on	 the	 task	at	hand	(correction	of	an	exercise,	how	to	
realize	exercises	in	a	class,	for	example	how	to	develop	a	proposal	for	a	common	solution,	
etc.).	

	 In	 this	 context,	 the	 exchange	 is	 short	 (some	 cues)	 and	 automatically	
focused	on	the	starting	point.	The	questioning	is	part	of	a	punctual	regulatory	operation.	
It	is	a	way	to	rebound	the	ball,	after	a	question,	to	get	informed	about	the	reason	why	a	
student	does	not	understand	or	has	difficulties.	The	framework	sets	the	starting	point	of	
the	 exchange;	 there	 is	 no	 need	 to	 trigger	 it,	 nor	 to	 create	 the	 conditions,	 but	 only	 to	
relaunch	the	exchange	in	an	appropriate	manner.	The	communication	contract	generally	
does	 not	 need	 to	 be	 reformulated;	 it	 is	 part	 of	 the	 group's	 culture.	 If	 the	 exchange	 is	
extended	over	a	longer	timeframe	however,	it	will	probably	be	necessary	to	discuss	the	
contract	again.	The	formulation	of	the	first	relaunch	can	at	the	same	time	serve	as	a	tool	
to	 respect	 the	 conditions.	 The	 process	 is,	 in	 principle,	 easy	 to	 manage	 since	 the	
information	sought	is	relatively	punctual.	The	interviewer	does	not	have	to	keep	a	lot	of	
information	in	mind,	so	there	is	no	need	to	develop	an	interview	guide,	but	on	the	other	
hand,	he	does	need	to	master	the	analysis	of	the	task	that	is	subject	of	the	exchange.	The	
criteria	for	interruption	of	the	course	are	determined	by	the	time	that	is	available	without	
breaking	the	rhythm	of	the	group,	and	secondarily	by	the	result	of	the	exchange.	But	it	can	
of	 course	 always	 happen	 that	 the	 questioning	 raises	 a	 more	 difficult	 problem,	 which	
cannot	be	dealt	with	 in	 five	minutes,	nor	 in	 the	context	of	a	group.	 In	such	a	case,	 the	
exchange	must	continue	in	another	framework,	allowing	more	time	and	more	privacy.	

In	 the	 context	 of	 the	 systematic	 implementation	of	 the	 reflexive	 feedback	 in	
feedback	groups		

	 The	 group	 is	 explicitly	 put	 together	 to	 speak.	 The	 reflexive	 feedback	 is	 the	
dominant	part	of	the	group	task,	this	is	the	reason	why	the	participants	are	present	and	
they	are	aware	of	 it.	They	are,	 for	 example,	 groups	of	practice	analysis	or	 feedback	of	
experience,	 a	 moment	 for	 evaluation	 or	 assessments	 of	 traineeships,	 a	 pedagogical	
moment	for	feedback	on	exercises	(such	as	experimental	training	courses,	remediation,	
pedagogy	based	on	reflexive	feedback),	analysis	sessions	after	working	on	a	simulator,	
debriefing	after	a	mission.	

	 When	someone	gets	up	to	speak,	it	may	take	some	time,	from	ten	to	thirty	minutes,	
depending	on	the	available	time	and	the	rules	within	the	group.	

94



 
 

 95	

	 In	principle	the	starting	point	is	the	moment	someone	suggests	speaking	about	a	
specific	point.	By	doing	 so,	 this	person	 is	probably	 following	 instructions,	 instructions	
which	formulation	may	vary,	resulting	in	poorly	controlled	effects.	Some	viewpoints	can	
be	achieved	to	the	detriment	of	others;	certain	moments	or	roles	may	be	called	for.	All	
issues	related	to	feedback	come	together	in	this	situation.	As	a	result,	in	the	beginning	it	
may	take	a	big	effort	to	put	all	the	conditions	into	place	(framing	of	the	field,	guidance	to	
the	speech-position	and	the	specified	character,	choice	and	delimitation	of	the	facets	of	
the	 action).	 The	 stopping	 criterion	 will	 depend	 on	 the	 goal	 of	 the	 group,	 what	 is	
conceivable,	as	an	objective	for	each	person	and	which	limits	the	trainer	has	to	respect	in	
relation	to	his	function	but	also	for	each	of	the	participants.	

In	individual	interviews	

	 The	two	persons	involved	have	made	an	appointment	in	an	institutional	context,		
which	context	gives	them	a	certain	role	or	position,	whether	they	are	aware	of	it	or	not.	
The	 interview	 may	 be	 held	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 an	 assessment	 (assessment	 of	
competence,	 guidance,	 annual	 report	of	professional	 activity,	 etc.),	 remediation,	or	 the	
pure	collection	of	information	for	a	field	investigation	or	survey.	

	 	More	than	in	the	previous	cases,	the	starting	point	is	tricky	because	we	need	to	
create	the	relational	framework	while	focusing	the	interview	at	the	same	time.		
The	exchange	must	be	 formulated	 in	a	 formal	way	-	 to	help	 the	person	understand	on	
what	basis	and	 in	what	 form	 it	will	 take	place	 (guidance,	 specified	character)	 -	and	 to	
restore	it	informally	at	the	first	signs	(mostly	non-verbal)	of	reluctance	or	difficulty	as	the	
interview	unrolls.	Without	a	prepared	guide	to	outline	the	major	issues	that	need	to	be	
addressed,	the	follow	up	will	be	difficult.	The	criterion	for	ending	the	interview	depends	
on	the	degree	of	expectations!	In	research	the	first	interviews	often	give	some	clues	about	
what	area	of	information	is	important	to	cover.	
	
Beginning	an	exchange	  

	 Initiating	and	type	of	exchange	

	Whatever	the	nature	or	the	context,	an	exchange	can	begin	from	two	starting	points;	only	
the	second	raises	some	problems.	

-	When	the	interviewee	expresses	himself	first,	the	explicitation	follows	his	cues.		

In	the	punctual	use	of	 the	explicitation	 interview,	 the	starting	point	 is	provided	by	the	
student	and	the	relaunch	may	immediately	be	elucidating.	Similarly,	 in	all	situations	of	
feedback,	the	participants	are	there	to	talk	about	what	has	happened.	Explicitation	is	used	
in	 the	guidance.	 It	 is	 a	particular	way	of	working.	The	beginning	point	 is	 given	by	 the	
interviewee	who	 starts	 speaking	 first.	 In	 these	 cases,	 the	 beginning	 does	 not	 cause	 a	
problem;	what	follows	on	the	contrary	may	be	trickier	to	manage.	

-	When	the	interviewer	has	to	guide	an	interviewee	who	is	speaking	first,	he	encounters	
the	difficulty	of	giving	the	initial	instruction.	

This	second	situation	is	often	seen	in	the	explicitation	interview	or	outside	a	context	that	
makes	 sense	 for	 the	 interviewee	 (school,	 a	 training	 group,	 a	 small	 tutoring	 group,	 a	
supervisory	group	or	practice	analysis)	such	as	a	psycho-pedagogical	follow-up	interview	
or	an	interview	aimed	at	collecting	data	from	the	interviewer's	point	of	view	alone,	like	a	
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research	interview.	In	these	latter	situations,	the	interviewee	is	in	a	non-habitual	position.	
But	even	if	he	is	at	his	work	or	at	his	usual	training	location,	he	will	do	something	different	
from	his	normal	activity,	with	a	person	who	is	not	familiar	to	him	and	with	a	questioning	
technique	that	he	has	probably	never	used	before.	

	 The	formulation	of	this	initial	relaunch	will	be	easier	because	of	the	fact	that	the	
interview	is	well	defined	for	the	interviewer.	But	be	aware	and	keep	in	mind	that	initiating	
an	explicitation	interview	is	not	simple.	An	efficient	instruction	cannot	be	improvised;	it	
is	prepared	and	validated	by	the	effects	it	produces.	The	solution	to	this	problem	is	all	the	
more	complicated	because	its	difficulty	is	very	underestimated.	

Reference	points	 	

Experience	shows	that	it	is	delicate	to	set	up	the	starting	point	for	the	interview.	This	leads	
to	an	imbalance	between	the	formulation	of	what	is	appropriate	to	do	and	quickly	said,	
and	 the	 list	 of	 things	 to	 avoid.	 Often	 the	 interviewer	 himself	 creates	 difficulties	 by	
formulating	negative	inductions.	He	complicates	his	own	task	by	increasing	the	number	
of	 questions	 and	 instructions,	 which	 creates	 confusion.	 The	 interviewee	 is	 oriented	
towards	 areas	 of	 verbalization	 that	 he	 doesn’t	 target.	 He	 does	 not	 negotiate	 a	
communication	contract…	

	 In	the	following	I	will	treat	these	points	in	detail,	starting	with	what	is	adequate	to	
do.		

Favour	direct	and	positive	formulations	

The	 basic	 rule,	 for	 the	 very	 first	 formulations,	 is	 to	 privilege	 direct	 and	 positive	
formulations.	I	do	not	mean	positive	in	a	moral	sense,	but	in	the	sense	of	"describing	an	
action,	something	to	do	»	rather	than	a	negative	formulation,	like:	"describing	something	
to	avoid	or	not	to	do,	or	something	that	is	difficult	if	not	impossible	to	do”.	

One	of	the	best	formulations	to	starts	with	is	"I	propose	that...”	or	"I	hope	..."	or		«	I	would	
like	 ...	 if	 you	 agree",	 and	 the	 second	 part	 of	 the	 formulation	 has	 the	 value	 of	 a	
communication	contract	(see	Chapter	6).	When	using	“to	propose”	in	the	formulation,	one	
already	asks	for	consent,	as	proposing	is	not	an	order.	The	interviewee	therefore	has	the	
possibility	to	agree	or	not.	

All	 other	 formulation	 must	 be	 preceded	 or	 immediately	 followed	 by	 formulating	 the	
communication	contract,	for	example:	"If	you	agree,	we	will	do	…	",	the	proposal	remains	
positive	and	direct	(we	will	do)	and	the	 interviewee	is	asked	for	consent.	This	request	
may	appear	conventional,	but	it	can	provoke	a	non-verbal	response	which	is	interesting	
to	take	into	account	and	respect	for	the	benefit	of	the	interview.		

	 If	 the	 contract	 is	 not	 directly	mentioned	 in	 the	 presentation	 of	 the	 situation	 of	
exchange,	 one	 can	 solve	 the	 problem	 by	 adding	 a	 sentence	 such	 as	 in	 the	 following	
example	of	the	beginning	of	an	interview	with	a	young	girl	of	the	age	of	12:		

"I'm	interested	to	know	what	you	did	to	realize	this	figure.	Can	I	ask	you	some	questions?	
This	can	also	help	you	to	understand	what	you	did.	Is	that	ok	for	you?	The	first	sentence	
initiates	the	exchange	that	starts	with	the	interest	of	the	teacher.	It	is	followed	by	a	first	
contract	of	communication:	“Can	I	...	“.	The	formulations	are	direct	and	positive.	
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Avoid	Formulations	with	negative	inductions	

	 As	you	can	see,	it	is	simple	to	state	what	is	the	desirable	formulation	"it’s	so	easy,	
isn’t	it?”	However,	interviewers	discover,	through	their	own	failures,	that	they	also	have	
improvised	 using	 formulas	 with	 negative	 inductions	 that	 often	 reflect	 their	 own	
uncertainties,	fears	or	confusions.	

	 A	 negative	 induction	 is	 a	 formula	 that	 indirectly	 suggests	 the	 inverse	
of	what	it	apparently	expressed.		There	are	several	variants:	

-	 The	 mere	 fact	 of	 naming	 what	 one	 seeks	 to	 avoid,	 makes	 it	 exist	 in	 the	 mind	 of	
the	 interviewee,	e.g.	 saying	"Do	not	be	afraid	 that	we	go	beyond	your	 limits"	can	easily	
produce	the	opposite	effect.	The	part	"Do	not	be	afraid"	causes	the	idea	of	fear	to	exist,	or	
that	there	may	be	a	reason	to	be	afraid,	whereas	nobody	would	have	thought	of	it,	if	it	had	
not	been	mentioned.	Such	a	formulation	may	be	replaced	by	a	more	direct	sentence,	such	
as	"You	can	stop	whenever	you	want	to	"or	any	other	formulation	that	does	not	suggest	
causes	which	have	not	yet	occurred	and	which,	perhaps,	may	never	occur.	

-	One	of	the	most	spontaneous	formulations	to	avoid	is	"	Can	you	...	"or	worse"	Can’t’	you	
try	to	find	...	“,	in	which	the	familiar	turn	adds	a	negation.	With	the	verb	“to	try”	a	non-
possibility	is	introduced.	This	implies	that	it	might	not	go	beyond	an	attempt.	All	these	
formulations	suggest	that,	perhaps,	the	interviewee	“can	not”	or	“might	not”	be	able	to	do	
it.	

-	In	regard	to	the	implementation	of	the	concrete	memory	(Chapter	5),	it	seems	preferable	
to	 avoid	 formulations	 that	 directly	 solicit	 memory	 effort,	 such	 as:	 "You	 will	 try	 to	
remember	what	you	wrote".	

	When	one	directly	asks	the	interviewee	to	remember	something,	he	triggers	a	memory	
based	on	knowledge.	The	same	thing	happens	when	one	sets	a	very	demanding	criterion,	
from	the	start.	Only	memory	based	on	knowledge	will	be	able	to	meet	such	a	criterion:	
When	 asking	 "I	 want	 you	 to	 remember	 exactly	 what	 you	 said	 at	 that	 time”,	 the	 word	
“exactly”	creates	a	challenge	for	the	conscious	memory.	Even	if	we	seek	to	reveal	accurate	
information,	 it	 is	 ineffective	 to	make	 the	 interviewee	 respect	 the	 criterion;	 it	 is	more	
judicious	to	guide	him	gradually	towards	accuracy.	

	 Initial	formulations	too	complex	

	 A	common	problem	encountered	in	the	first	formulations	is	that	the	interviewer	
tries	to	give	too	much	information,	asks	too	many	questions	simultaneous,	and	suggests	
too	many	different	intentions	with	verbal	precautions	that	block	useful	information	for	
the	interviewee.	

	 For	example,	in	this	first	excerpt:	

-	 Interviewer:	 "1.	We'll	 talk	 about	 the	way	 you	 solved	 the	 exercise	 the	 other	 day.	 2.	 I	
propose	that	we	try	to	trace	it	fully.	3.	And	if	there	is	something	that	you	do	not	know	how	
to	explain,	we	will	try	to	dig	deeper	to	understand	what	you	do	not	seem	to	be	able	to	
express."	

-	Interviewee:	"4.	Um,	um,	okay.	"	
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-	Interviewer:	"5.	So,	the	objective	is	really	that	you	ask	yourself	what	you	would	like	to	
discover	what	you	would	want	to	know.	6.	The	most	important	is,	that	you	can	self-inform	
if	there	is	something	that	does	not	seem	clear	to	you.	7.	And	of	course,	it	is	my	goal	to	ask	
you	questions	to	help	you	self-inform.	8.	Ok?	9.	By	the	way,	any	time,	you	say:	"I	do	not	
want	to	talk	about	this”	we	will	not.	That’s	obvious	of	course.	10.	If	you	say:	“I	feel	like	
stopping”,	we	stop.	11.	It	is	even	possible	that	at	some	point	I	need	to	stop,	to	see	where	
we	are,	but	anyway	we	record	whatever	happens	and	whatever	is	said.”	

-	Interviewee:	«	12.	Okay	(in	an	imperturbable	way).	"	

-	Interviewer:	"13.	So,	can	you	tell	me	what	you	did?"		

-	 Interviewee:	 "14.	Uh,	yeah,	 I	 think	 the	simplest	 thing	 to	do	 is	 that	 I	 try	 to	remember	
and	then	tell	you	a	little	bit	about	how	I	perceived	things”.	15...	[follow	comments].	

	 It	concerns	an	interview	to	uncover	the	course	of	problem	solving.	It	takes	place	
with	an	adult	who	volunteers	to	be	interviewed	(so	he	was	informed	from	the	beginning)	
and	who	solved	a	problem	a	week	before	the	interview.	

Look	at	the	complexity	of	what	is	said	in	the	first	two	relaunches	(sentences	1	to	3	and	5	
to	11):	sentence	1,	states	a	generality	"we’ll	talk	about"	without	specifying	who	does	what	
and	without	setting	the	context.	Sentence	2	seems	well	formulated,	"I	propose	to	you"	but	
with	a	verb	"trace",	which	does	not	direct	 towards	a	determined	activity.	We	continue	
with	a	suggestion	(sentence	3)	on	the	anticipation	of	a	possible	negative:	“if…	you	do	not	
know	how	to	explain”	which	comes	after	the	proposal	of	activity,	and	therefore	hides	it.	
In	addition,	no	communication	contract	has	yet	been	concluded.	Sentence	5	returns	to	a	
formulation	 of	 the	 goal	 for	 the	 interviewee.	However,	 it	 is	 a	 non-negotiated	 objective,	
which	 seems	 to	 be	 imposed	 on	 the	 other.	 Then	 in	 6	 again	 a	 negative	 induction,	 “if	
something	does	not	seem	clear	to	you”.	In	8,	the	request	for	agreement	is	not	followed	by	
a	possibility	 to	 reply.	 In	9	and	10,	new	negative	 suggestions:	 the	 interviewer	 suggests	
negative	events	that	have	not	yet	occurred.	In	11,	the	interviewer	expresses	his	concerns	
and	has	not	yet	reformulated	a	clear	and	positive	activity	proposal	for	the	interviewee.	
Because	of	the	absence	of	a	clear	proposal,	the	interviewee	himself	will	formulate	a	plan	
of	 action	 (sentence	 14).	 The	 lack	 of	 clear	 guidance	 will	 also	 lead	 the	 interviewee	 to	
produce	comments	(that	come	most	spontaneously)	as	well	as	judgments.	

	 This	 example	 shows	 in	 a	 particularly	 clear	 manner	 how	 someone	 who	 is	 just	
beginning	 to	 practice	 the	 explicitation	 questioning	 can	 have	many	 difficulties.	We	 can	
draw	some	lessons	from	this	example.	
	
	 It	 is	important	to	clearly	distinguish	between	what	belongs	to	the	pre-interview	
and	what	belongs	-	strictly	speaking	-	to	the	beginning	of	the	interview.	
	
	 The	pre-interview	is	all	that	is	said	and	done	to	arrange	for	the	interview	to	take	
place	(schedule,	location,	context	that	gives	meaning	to	the	exchange	situation,	knowledge	
of	the	goals,	institutional	or	friendly,	etc.).	The	beginning	of	the	interview,	properly	said,	
must	be	the	moment	when	the	activity	of	the	interviewee	is	oriented	precisely.	

	 When	initiating	an	interview,	there	are	several	elements	that	need	attention:	some	
focus	on	a	task	or	on	a	moment	of	a	precise	situation,	some	are	linked	to	the	orientation	
of	 the	 cognitive	 activity	 (recall,	 describe,	 thematise...),	 and	 some	 belong	 to	 the	
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communication	contract.	All	these	elements	cannot	clearly	be	defined	in	a	single	sentence,	
especially	if	you	want	to	verify	that	the	interviewee	agrees	with	the	proposals.	

Some	information	is	useless	to	formulate	in	the	beginning,	because	it	will	make	no	
sense	 to	 the	 interviewee,	 for	 lack	 of	 experiential	 content.	 Rather	 than	 suggesting	 this	
information	 from	 the	 start	 -	 which	 may	 confuse	 the	 interviewee	 -	 it	 seems	 more	
reasonable	to	allow	him	to	experiment	first	himself.	And	if	 the	interviewee	encounters	
such	a	situation,	the	interviewer	can	offer	him	more	information	or	a	new	communication	
contract,	thus	demonstrating	that	he	respects	the	limits	of	the	other	person	and	that	he	
can	offer	help	and	guidance	if	the	interviewee	agrees.	

	 In	the	very	first	relaunches,	it	is	probably	easiest	for	the	interviewee	that	the	last	
sentence	contains	the	action	that	is	proposed,	in	precise	and	positive	wordings.	In	that	
way,	the	last	words	that	are	used	induce	the	action	towards	explicitation.	

Incorrect	implicit	guidance,	lack	of	guidance	

	 There	is	a	wide	list	of	various	situations	of	incorrect	guidance	or	lack	of	guidance.	
I	 want	 to	 emphasize	 the	 formulations,	 which,	 from	 the	 outset,	 may	 lead	 to	 areas	 of	
verbalization	 (Chapter	 2)	 that	 are	 inadequate	 to	 the	 objectives	 of	 the	 explicitation	
interview.	 As	 you	may	 recall,	 we	 aim	 to	 verbalize	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 action.	 Some	
relaunches,	that	seem	neutral,	may	however	direct	 in	a	wrong	direction	and	not	direct	
towards	the	action.	

	 For	 example:	 "What	 do	 you	 think	 of",	 or	 "Tell	 me	 about,"	 "Tell	 me”,	
"Explain	 to	 me"	 could	 lead	 to	 the	 verbalization	 of	 comments	 or	 to	 conceptual	
verbalization.	Similarly,	"How	did	you	feel...?	"	or	"How	did	you	react	to...?"	are	likely	to	
orient	towards	the	experience,	but	more	towards	the	emotional	aspect	or	the	personal	
involvement,	than	to	the	action.	

	 The	lack	of	guidance,	especially	when	beginning	to	practice	explicitation	
questioning,	can	lead	to	major	slippages.	Let’s	take	the	example	of	questioning	for	the	
purpose	of	exercising	between	two	colleagues.	

-	Interviewer:	1	"Okay,	you	can	start	Paul.”	

-	Interviewee:	2	"Okay.	"	

-	Interviewer:	3	"So,	transformation	of	matter...”	

-	 Interviewee:	4	"What	do	you	expect	 from	me,	I	have	not	quite	understood	what	I	am	
supposed	to	do…”	
	
-	Interviewer:	5	"What	does	that	mean	to	you?	What	do	you	do	with	this	word?	"	
	
-	Interviewee:	6	"I	see	very	contrasting	colours,	bright	spots.	"	
	
-	Interviewer:	7	"Yes.	"	

-	Interviewee:	8	"Which	send…	light	...	in	different	directions	and	...some	points	are	very	
bright	like,	like	...	sparks	of	a	single	blow	that…	that	begin	to	shine.	And	other	points	are	
in	the	dark	...like	...	a	bit	like	fireworks.	"	
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	 This	 example	 shows	 (sentence	 4)	 how	 the	 absence	 of	 initial	 guiding	 (plus	 the	
absence	 of	 a	 communication	 contract)	 is	 perceived	 by	 the	 interviewee	 as	 an	 absence,	
expressed	 through	 a	 request	 for	 guidance	 (4).	 And	 the	 interviewer's	 answer	
"What	does	that	mean	to	you,"	"What	do	you	do	with	this	word?"	do	not	guide	him	towards	
the	 experience	 of	 a	 particular	 action,	 but	 rather	 towards	 the	 domain	 of	 verbalization	
relative	to	the	imaginary.	This	exchange	will	not	provide	any	information	relative	to	an	
action,	as	we	have	left	the	domain	of	the	explicitation	interview.	

	 The	absence	of	a	communication	contract	

	 Let’s	 recall	 the	 importance	 of	 agreement	 between	 the	 two	parties.	 Agreeing	 on	
being	listened	to,	being	guided	and	being	questioned.	This	should	be	brought	up	in	one	of	
the	first	relaunches.	As	I	have	stated	before,	many	teachers	use	"I	would	like"	as	a	starting	
formula.	Even	though	the	formulation	seems	open,	it	actually	does	not	leave	a	lot	of	space	
for	the	interviewee	to	decline,	for	which	reason,	we	can’t	really	speak	of	a	communication	
contract.			

	 Some	examples:	

-Interviewer:	"I	want	you	to	tell	me	about	something	that	you	have	done	in	class,	either	
today,	or	last	week	or	before,	I	am	not	sure	which	moment	exactly,	but	a	moment	that	you	
used	the	idea	of	gas.	Do	you	think	you	used	the	idea	of	gas?	"	

	
-	Another:	"We	would	like	you	to	think	of	a	situation	in	class	that	seemed	difficult	to	you,	
or	that	you	did	not	understand.	"	

-	Or:	"Among	what	happened	this	morning,	I	would	like	you	to	choose...”	

The	 contract	 may	 even	 be	 totally	 absent,	 as	 in	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 interview:	
-	Interviewer:	"So	when	did	you	visit	the	exhibition?	Me,	I	don’t	know,	as	I	was	not	with	
you	at	the	time...	but	do	you	see	the	moment	you	went	to	the	exhibition?	"	

-	Interviewed:	"Yeah.	"	

-	Interviewer:	"Look	again,	do	you	see	the	interior?	"	

	 In	this	example,	the	interviewer	directly	focuses	on	the	content	of	the	interview,	
without	 talking	 about	 a	 communication	 contract.	 The	 risk	 is	 that	 communication	will	
quickly	be	blocked.	With	this	approach,	there	is	a	risk	that	the	communication	gets	stuck,	
even	with	someone	we	know,	with	whom	we	have	friendly	relationships,	it	is	important	
to	enter	into	a	communication	contract.	

	 To	conclude	on	the	topic	of	the	initiation	of	the	exchange,	I	would	like	to	emphasize	
the	difficulty	to	accurately	improvise	the	seemingly	trivial	formulations	of	the	beginning.	
It	 is	difficult	 to	not	unwittingly	create	wrong	 inductions.	However,	 let’s	not	 take	 these	
erroneous	formulations	as	forbidden,	let’s	relativize.	The	difficulties	I	have	pointed	out	
are	 the	 ones	 that	 I	 have	most	 commonly	 encountered	 in	 supervisory	work	 and	 in	 the	
analysis	 of	 practices	 of	 interviewers	 in	 training.	 As	 they	 generally	 produce	 unwanted	
effects,	they	stand	out	clearly.	But,	in	another	context,	the	same	formulation	could	be	just	
as	 damaging.	 The	 relaunches	 induce	 effects,	 therefore	 the	 formulation	 is	 important.	
However,	we	do	not	operate	in	a	mechanistic	model	in	which	every	word	or	each	formula	
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always	 causes	 the	 same	 specific	 effect.	 	 The	 difficulties	 I	 have	 highlighted	 are	mostly	
problematic	for	first	beginners	in	the	explicitation	technique.	For	the	moment,	I	share	my	
remarks	 and	 advice	 as	 experience	 on	 how	 to	 learn	 an	 interview	 technique.	 This	
experience	comes	from	what	I	have	observed	on	a	recurring	basis	when	people	try	for	the	
first	time.		It	is	not	a	completed	theory	on	the	role	of	formulations	on	the	mental	activity	
of	the	interlocutor!	

	 These	remarks	are	valid	for	all	chapters	and	each	of	the	functions	of	the	relaunches.		

Focus	the	exchange	

	 	Focusing	 an	 exchange	 is	 to	 determine	 and	 to	 delimit	with	 the	 interviewee	 the	
situation	or	the	past	task	that	will	be	the	subject	of	the	interview.	

	 This	search	for	focus	is	essentially	problematic	in	the	practice	of	reflexive	feedback	
and	 in	 informative	 interviews	 (assessments,	 diagnostics).	 In	 classical	 pedagogical	
situations,	 the	 problem	 of	 focusing	 in	 fact	 does	 not	 occur	 often:	 we	 exchange	 on	 the	
content	of	the	activity	in	progress,	the	correction	of	an	exercise,	the	implementation	of	a	
new	activity,	oral	interactions	during	a	lesson.	

	 But	 in	 the	 situations	 of	 analysis	 of	 practice,	 feedback,	 assessment	 of	
training	sessions	or	in	the	analysis	sessions	after	several	hours	of	field	situations,	it	is	a	
problem	in	itself	to	determine	what	is	important	to	put	into	words.	We	need	to	choose	on	
what	 to	 focus	 the	detailed	 expression,	 knowing	 that	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	process	 all	 the	
information.	

The	systematic	chronological	sequence	of	steps	

	 When	a	training	situation	explicitly	 favours	the	ability	of	reflexive	feedback	and	
when	 the	 institution	 implements	 real	 analysis	 sessions,	 as	 is	 the	 case	 in	 training	 and	
professional	development	settings,	the	focusing	can	be	done	by	following	the	temporal	
sequence.	

	 In	 this	 type	 of	 training	 practice,	 the	 reference	 situation	 is	 clearly	 defined	
and	 lasts	 only	 a	 few	 hours.	 For	 this	 reason,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 address	 each	 step	 of	 the	
situation,	one	step	after	another,	starting	from	the	beginning.	This	implies	that	the	trainer	
himself	has	been	an	observer	of	the	situation	and	that	he	has	been	able	to	take	notes	of	
the	events	that	make	sense	for	the	objectives	of	the	training.	
	
	 However,	we	continuously	need	to	check	with	the	trainees	whether	it	is	advisable	
to	 analyse	 further	 or	 not,	 as	 there	might	 be	 a	 conflict	 of	 criteria	 between	 trainer	 and	
trainees.	A	nice	perspective	of	group	management!	This	process	is	more	effective	than	the	
situation	in	which	the	trainer	made	notes	of	all	that	has	happened.	
	
Searching	for	relevance	
	
	 In	many	 other	 situations,	 focusing	 causes	more	 difficulties.	 Either	 the	 available	
time	for	reflexive	feedback	is	very	short,	for	which	reason	it	is	not	possible	to	unfold	all	
the	steps	of	the	reference	situation;	a	typical	case	is	that	of	training	meetings	between	a	
student	and	a	teacher	or	a	teacher	in	training	and	his	counsellor.	The	exchange	time	is	
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then	often	reduced	to	15	or	20	minutes	 in	between	activities.	Or	 the	range	of	possible	
situations	is	very	broad,	and	choices	have	to	be	made,	even	if	you	have	more	time.	

	 Therefore,	we	always	have	to	decide	which	object	of	exchange	is	most	relevant	to	
focus	 on.	What	will	 help	 in	 such	 a	 situation?	To	make	 a	 diagnosis	 of	 the	 encountered	
difficulties?	The	many	possibilities,	and	what	the	interviewee	expresses	spontaneously,	
can	create	a	lot	of	confusion.	The	solution	of	the	problem	of	focusing	will	determine	the	
effectiveness	of	elucidation.	

	 Suggest	to	the	interviewee	to	choose	himself	

	 The	interviewee	himself	can	often	solve	this	problem	of	relevance.	To	do	this,	you	
can	 do	 a	 broad	 proposal	 that	 invites	 the	 interviewee	 to	 express	 his	 own	 choice.	 For	
example,	the	following	formulations	may	be	proposed:	

"In	what	has	happened,	I	propose	you	choose	a	moment	that	is	important	to	you”	or	"	to	
choose	a	moment	that	interests	you	",	or	"the	moment	that	comes	to	mind	first."	

	 With	such	instructions,	the	interview	may	start	in	any	domain	of	verbalisation,	so	
it	will	be	necessary	to	regulate	the	exchange	in	order	to	direct	it	towards	the	conditions	
of	 explicitation.	 By	 thus	 leaving	 the	 responsibility	 of	 the	 choice	with	 the	 interviewee,	
practice	shows	that	often,	in	a	non-conscious	way,	he	will	move	towards	a	point	that	is	
really	important	to	him,	even	if	this	relevance	does	not	appear	immediately.	

In	case	of	uncertainty,	aim	for	the	beginning	of	the	action	

	 When	the	interviewee	does	not	know	how	to	focus	the	feedback	himself,	I	find	it	
an	effective	solution	to	start	with	the	beginning	of	the	action.	

	 There	are	two	reasons	for	this	approach.	To	move	towards	relevance,	there	is	on	
the	one	hand	the	objective	that	the	interviewee	takes	the	incarnated	speech	position.	As	
the	beginning	is	often	an	easy	moment	to	recall,	because	it	is	easily	identifiable,	it	is	wise	
to	start	here.	On	the	other	hand,	what	happens	at	the	beginning	is	often	essential	to	what	
determines	 the	whole	sequence.	This	 is	where	we	can	 find	 the	cognitive	 tools	 that	 the	
subject	implements,	what	he	has	identified	of	the	situation,	what	he	plans	to	anticipate,	
what	he	plans	to	do.	 	

	 From	what	we	know	about	the	beginning,	we	can	quickly	verify	if	this	is	where	we	
can	 find	 the	 cause	 of	 the	 difficulty.	 If	 not,	 we	 shift	 the	 focus	 to	 the	 "ante-beginning",	
meaning	the	way	the	situation	was	set	up	or	what	the	interviewee	did	or	did	not	do	to	
prepare	 himself.	 If	 the	 difficulties	 are	 not	 in	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 action,	 nor	 in	what	
precedes,	we	can	see	if	there	is	another	particular	point	in	the	course	of	the	action	that	
has	been	problematic.	

	 This	way	of	sorting	the	information	to	search	for	the	relevant	focus	is	very	effective	
in	situations	of	practice	analysis	or	in	the	diagnosis	of	learning	difficulties.	However,	the	
more	complementary	benchmarks	the	practitioner	has,	such	as	didactic	research	results,	
knowledge	of	cognitive	functioning,	the	competence	to	carry	out	a	task	analysis,	"clinical"	
experience	of	this	kind	of	difficulties,	the	more	this	practitioner	will	be	able	to	precisely	
define	what	he	needs	to	get	informed	about.	
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	 Focusing	in	research	interviews	

	 In	situations	of	reflexive	feedback,	the	interviewee	has	a	personal	interest	in	self-
instruction.	Focusing	is	part	of	the	common	goals	of	the	interviewer	and	the	interviewee.	
The	 focus	 may	 be	 more	 difficult	 in	 research	 interviews,	 as	 it	 relies	 solely	 on	 the	
clarification	 of	 the	 researcher's	 choices.	 In	 these	 interviews,	 it	 is	 evident	 that	 it	 is	
absolutely	necessary	to	have	a	preliminary	construction	of	an	interview	guide	to	focus	the	
successive	 explicitations.	 In	 general,	 this	 questioning	 guide	 only	 really	 becomes	
operational	after	several	explorative	interviews	that	have	been	transcribed	for	analysis.	

	 The	focusing	function,	provided	by	some	relaunches,	aims	to	globally	delimit	the	
topic	of	the	exchange.	Once	this	delimitation	is	ensured,	we	need	to	guide	the	interviewee	
to	a	singular	task	or	to	a	past	situation	and	guide	him,	if	necessary,	to	the	embodied	speech	
position.	When	all	is	in	place,	we	can	start	with	a	precise	explicitation	of	the	sequence	of	
a	past	action,	in	which	relaunches	will	help	with	the	unravelling.		

***	
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8 
 
 

Elucidate 
 

Lucidation is the goal of the explicitation interview technique. This means defining, as 
finely as necessary, the succession of the basic actions in order to obtain a "complete" 
description and clarifying the production of a certain action in order to understand its 
ineffectiveness or errors, or to highlight its efficiency. 

 In the abstract sense, the two overlap: to understand how the action was realized, it 
should be sufficient to describe the "totality" of the course of the action! In practice, we have 
to take feasibility criterion into account: the conditions are never that "everything" can be said 
on the unfolding of an action. We not only rarely have enough time to collect detailed 
information on all the steps of the execution of a task, but also the amount of details which 
could be verbalized is infinite. Therefore, we cannot count on simple exhaustiveness, we must 
take a criterion of relevance into account: "What information do I need in relation to the purpose 
I pursue with this questioning?” 
When trying to elucidate we encounter several sorts of difficulties. We often very well know 
what could be relevant, but, for apparent reasons of difficulties in recalling, formulating or 
dividing, we do not know how to attain it. In other situations, it might be difficult to determine 
which information is relevant in order to understand. In this second eventuality, the interviewer 
is confronted with his limitations as a diagnostician, with the limitations of his knowledge in 
didactics, or in the psychology of learning, etc. The tool itself does not do the job; it is the one 
who uses it that makes the difference. The explicitation interview is not a tool that can be 
implemented blindly!  
 The elucidation will be approached from different complementary points of view. 
 Since many relaunches are essentially questions, (or an approving silence, or a modest 
but effective echo reformulation), I will first present the general point of view on how to 
formulate questions that respect the properties of the aimed object (the description of the 
experience of an action, including its possible pre-reflected aspects). 
 Secondly, I will address the central technical question of clarification: the granularity of 
the description, defining and identifying the different degrees of fineness of description to 
elucidate the implicit inherent to the unfolding of acts.  
 Finally, in the third part, I will recapitulate the connecting threads that ensure the 
continuity and orientation of the envisaged exchange process from the viewpoint of 
clarification. 
 
The formulation of the relaunches in elucidation 
Descriptive questioning 
The explicitation interview treats the questioned person as an observer of his own remembered 
mental and material actions. However, the talent of observer is very unevenly shared. My 
practice in training in systematic observation, with either students or trainers, has shown me 
that distinguishing between facts and judgments, or giving a precise description, is difficult to 
achieve and requires factual learning and practical training. 
 In the explicitation questioning, the interviewee is not expected to suddenly be an expert 
observer. The questioning must therefore be an aid as well as a means of collecting information. 
To this end, the interviewer should encourage the description of the unfolding of the action. In 
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addition, I would like to remind you that descriptive questioning is coherent with the purpose 
of what is implicit because it is still pre-reflected (see chapter 4). 
 The principle of descriptive questioning: 

Encourage description and avoid "the why’s" 
 
 In order to let the subject describe, the questioning must aim an object that the subject 
might have observed through perception, referring to the sense organs (vision, proprioception, 
hearing, smell, taste), or apperception, i.e., the experience of our own thinking (I said to myself, 
I remembered a visual / auditory image,) 
 General descriptive questions therefore prefer the expression of "what" and everything 
that clarifies the location (where?) and the moment (when?). In addition, all forms of “how” 
will be used. For example, questions such as "How did you know 
that it was difficult...?”, “How did you see it was simple?", "How did you recognize that this 
was obvious?” “What did you need to?” which encourage the subject to give information about 
what he has perceived or what he has done. 
 Conversely, some questions and formulations are completely forbidden in the 
techniques of explicitation. 
First of all, to describe, exclude all questions that relate to the causality of the situation, avoid 
direct explicitation requests, and in particular stay away from the questions that come most 
spontaneously when the interviewer does not understand how the other has proceeded, such 
questions normally begin with “why”. 
 
 The main reason is that these questions induce answers outside of the domain 
of the verbalization of the experience, to privilege the conceptual domain, which corresponds 
to the area of theoretical and procedural knowledge that the subject is already aware of. 
 Questions based on all forms of “why” should therefore be carefully 
avoided in explicitation. 

To let the subject describe, he should not be questioned on a domain or a situation that 
he was not able to observe. This is why it is not wise to question the subject directly on the 
cognitive processes at work55. No observer, whether psychologist or not, can observe cognitive 
processes, simply because it is not an observable reality, but an abstract concept. What he will 
observe is actions, traces; verbalizations from which he can –based on a theory – formulate 
inferences about the existence, nature, and properties of cognitive processes. It is not a 
perception but a conceptualization. Therefore, the questions posed in an explicitation interview 
                                                
55 By cognitive processes, I mean the mechanisms of intellectual functioning that are 
the object of research by psychologists, and which are not accessible to the 
interviewee's conscience. 
Ericsson K., Simon H., Protocol analysis. Verbal reports as data. MIT, 1984. (The 
Bible on the subject at present, takes a position on introspection and the possibility 
of accessing the procedures in response to Nisbett and Wilson cf. lower.) 
Ericsson K., Simon H., "Verbal reports in thinking" in Faerch C., Kasper G., 
Introspection in second language research, Philad, 1987, p. 24-53. Elphia, 
Multilingual Matters Ltd. 
Nisbett R., Wilson T., "Telling More Than We Can Know: Verbal Reports on Mental 
Processes", Psychological Review, Vol. 4.3, 1977, p. 231-259. 
Smith E., Miller F., "Limits on Perception of Cognitive Processes: A Reply to Nisbett 
and Wilson", Psychological Review, Vol. 85, 4, 1978, p. 355-362. 
White P., "Limitations on Verbal Reports of Internal Events: A Refutation of Nisbett 
and Wilson and Bem", Psychological Review, 87, 1, 1980, p. 105-112. 
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are related to the actions of the subject that are attainable through his experience, and not 
through the cognitive processes that organize these actions. The subject does not have access 
to these processes.  

 
The description of the temporal sequence 

 Describing an action, in the first place, means to encourage the subject to express the 
temporal unfolding of the sequence of the elementary actions: 
- The beginning: 
"How did you start?"  
"What did you do first?"  
"What was the starting point of your action?" 
"What happened first?"  
"How did you identify the problem that needed to be resolved?" 
- The sequence of actions: 
"What did you do next?"  
"And then what did you do?"  
"And just after that, what did you take into account?"  
- The end of the action: 
"What happened at the end?"  
"How did you finish?"  
"What did you do last?"  
"How did you know it was finished?" 
 "How did you know there was nothing left to do?" 
  
The description of information gathering 
  In all these suggested questions, the difference between the execution 
action and the identification action must be taken into account. Execution actions 
implement a process of transformations, which are always preceded by an 
identification based on internal information (access to memorized knowledge) or by 
external information (locating perceptible information). This identification determines 
what is the appropriate action to execute. In the same way, the execution actions 
are completed according to an end criterion based on provided information. 
 
 Therefore, it is crucial to be prepared to ask questions about the way information is 
gathered, since they constitute a fundamental aspect of the organization of the action. Very 
often, the interviewer fails to question these actions of information gathering, essentially 
because they are transient and very fast, and they are the most implicit part of the action. 
 Concerning the start of an action, we may, for example, ask the following questions in 
which x designates an execution action: 
"How did you know that it was x that had to be done?"  
"... That it was difficult?" 
"... That you were not able to do it?" 
" How did you know where to start?"  
"... That this was the way to go about it?" 
 As regards to the end of an action, here are some examples that question the criteria: 
"How did you know you knew?"  
"How did you know it was finished?"  
" How did you know it was over?"  
"How did you know that you had reached your goal?" 
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The relaunches by echo reformulation  
This technique is not specific to explicitation. The echo reformulations that consist of the 
repetition of a word, or the end of the interviewee's sentence are a simple and very effective 
means to encourage verbalization that already moves in the desired direction. 
Relaunch from denials 
  While questioning it may happen, as the person is not yet in the incarnated speech 
position, that there is “denial” among the first answers: "I do not know", "I do not remember”, 
"I do not know what I have done, I did whatever, I did not see anything", 
“I did not understand anything", "In any case, I did not know what to do". Within the framework 
of the goals of the explicitation interview, I propose to not pay too much attention to the fact 
that psychologists might call this “resistance”, but rather to consider that these statements are 
not a description of facts. They are, first of all, judgments that the trainee has about his own 
performance or his state of knowledge. Each of these judgments is linked to factual information 
that can be used to relaunch. 
 If a trainee says "I know nothing", he at the same time says that he has a criterion to 
identify the lack of knowledge. This criterion is not negative information; it is information on 
an existing process of information gathering. This being given, we can rightfully ask: "And 
when you do not know anything, what do you know?", or: "How do you know you do not know 
anything?"  
 In the same way, a statement like " In that situation, I don’t know what I did..." can 
discourage the interviewer, since what the subject says seems inaccessible and 
incomprehensible. However, this statement is a judgment of the subject and not a fact. 
Consequently, it is possible, and it could be interesting to search for the facts by asking: "And 
when you don’t know what you do, what do you do? ". And, of course, there is a response in 
terms of actions and of gathering of information since an action has been produced, however it 
was organized. 
Denial always refers to a positive factual information (in the sense of existing) that has not yet 
been expressed. 
 An expression like "I do not remember" is not a fact (even if the 
communication consensus tends to interpret it in this sense), and can be called into questioning 
by asking: "What do you remember, when you do not remember?” It is extremely unlikely that 
this judgment is entirely true and there really is no memory at all.  
 Denials can also manifest fears, resistances, and refusal. It may therefore be necessary 
to renegotiate the communication contract in order to advance. 
Elucidation and granularity of the description 
 After addressing the logic of formulating questions, let’s now focus on  
the logic of the analysis of the course of actions. For elucidation, “the format of the questions” 
must be adjusted to comprehend and complete the verbalization of the course of the action. 
 The courses of actions are embedded in many logics that correspond to different points 
of view: there is for example always a parallel between the logic of the sequence of goals and 
the logic of the execution of the elementary actions to reach these goals; each action is part of 
an elementary cycle of information-gathering / execution / information-gathering on results; 
each sequence of actions is done in accordance with chronological and sequential constraints. 
 But the relevant use of these logics can guide the search for information 
and also clarifies that what remains implicit is subordinated to a central problem: the one of the 
granularity of the description of the course of action. It is an indispensable prerequisite to 
become aware of the implicit while listening. In order to achieve this, one has to detail the 
“how” even further. However, for the time being, there is no completed theory of the descriptive 
levels. Lacking such a theory, I propose a first draft to structure the questioning. 
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 The idea of granularity refers to the grain (the grain of an abrasive paper for example), 
thus to the fineness of the unit of description. In other domains, we find the concept of scale 
that allows maps and plans to be presented at different levels of details. Regarding maps we 
reached consensus on scales corresponding to different cards and different tasks: between the 
250/000 card for the network of French motorways, the 80/000 for the entire network of 
secondary roads, the 5/000 for pedestrians. In optics, the degrees of resolution for a microscope 
or the coefficient of magnification for a telescope correspond to different practical uses and 
different lenses. In the coming explanations, I will also use the term “fragmentation of the 
description”. In other fields one can encounter similar situations, like in work psychology, when 
describing tasks, or in the psychology of problem solving when describing the ways of 
reasoning. In these situations, a consensus on the levels of granularity of description, 
corresponding to the different uses of analysis, has never been reached. 
 
 
The main levels of description 
 I propose four levels, or four orders, of magnitude when describing the course of action: 
- Level 1 – the unit of analysis is the organization of the whole, a complete educational 
progression, it may include didactic engineering or the organization of work, etc. This level can 
be broken down into tasks or, in a complementary way, into a succession of goals. 
- Level 2 – the unit of analysis is the task; this unit can be decomposed into elementary actions 
which fragment themselves into operations of execution and identification. 
- Level 3 – the unit of analysis will be one of these operations, which can be decomposed even 
finer, while remaining at the behavioural scale. 
- Level 4 – a level of infra-behavioural analysis. What was a simple operation at the previous 
level (grabbing a tool or reading an information), is now decomposed in its anatomical or 
neurological aspects or the taking into account cognitive mechanisms. 
 The two intermediate levels (2 and 3) are of particular interest. The 1st and the 4th 
constitute the upper and lower bounds, corresponding to levels of analysis that are not discussed 
here. This description of levels is not exhaustive: upstream of level 1 (we can think of a social 
structure or institutional projects that contain different projects) and downstream from level 4 
we can think of levels of molecular and atomic descriptions. 
 
Fragmentation of Levels 2 (task) and 3 (operation) 
Let's go over the levels 2 and 3 in more detail and see how each level breaks down 
into more elementary units. To help intelligibility, I give a readily comprehensible example: 
the making of an apple pie56. Do not think, however, that this kind of analysis only works on 
predominantly material tasks. 
Level 2: the unit of analysis is a task 
At this level the task is defined by its final goal, for example: to make an  
apple pie. 
 

                                                
56 This analysis comes from a work carried out with trainers from the CREFO in Lille 
as part of a training of trainers through research. The aim was to teach them how to 
observe an action sequence and to analyze it from video recordings.  
See Vermersch, P., « Données d’observation sur l’utilisation d’une consigne écrite : 
l’atomisation de l’action », Travail humain, 40, 1, 55-62, 1985. 
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Level 2.1: First fragmentation: the steps57  
 The task can be fragmented into different steps. The definition of these steps can be 
confused with the sub-goals they target.  

The criterion of division of the task into steps is relatively conventional and more related 
to social uses that are specific to a community than to objective criteria. If a description is made 
for an expert, it will often be less detailed than for a nonprofessional. Take for example recipes, 
notices or instructions. The information in these is often not well attuned to the skills of the 
user. It is for instance redundant to say to an expert (cook) to preheat the oven. 
 
 For the apple pie: 

Make the dough / spread the dough in the mould/ prepare the filling / preheat the oven 
/fill the dough / bake. 

In this level of fragmentation of the task, one can see the various sequence constraints 
of the steps, constraints that one will find at all the degrees of finer fragmentation.  

We can thus encounter the following constraints: 
Chronological / duration: for example, the time of cooking depends on the oven 

(electric, gas, wood) and is therefore unclear and cannot be predicted. However, if you want to 
eat the pie at a particular meal, you will have to take this into account. 

Sequential 
We can distinguish: 

• Step B can only be realized once A is completed. 

 As long as an operation has not been carried out, the next one cannot be 
accomplished. For example, to fill the pie, the dough has to be spread out in the mould first, 
and to cook the dough you must have turned on the oven before. 
 •  Step A can no longer be performed if B has been realized before. So, if the B operation 
has already been done (and nothing has prevented it from being carried out) the next is then 
impossible to realize. For example, put the water in the flour before fat produces glue or putting 
on a shirt and tie first makes it impossible to still put on an undershirt afterwards, there is an 
order of execution. 
 These two types of sequential constraints are essentially based on the causality 
of the material world, in the sense that even if, intellectually, one ignores the constraint, 
reality imposes its effects by preventing us to reach the desired result, the impossibility to 
progress towards the goal or an inadequate result.  
 There are also other sequential constraints that are based on logical conditions and not 
on causal. For example, if I do not know how much flour I should put in, nothing materially 
prevents me to put whatever quantity I want to; or, in a mathematical calculation, nothing 
physically prevents me from performing the calculations in whatever order I want to, or to 
calculate statistical indices on any numerical values. 

All these constraints can need a strict (such as the cooking time) or optional 
interpretation (rest time of the dough). It can concern adjacent operations but also the 
connection of distant steps or actions. The constraints may concern irreversible operations 

                                                
57 When we distinguish between a priori analysis and a posteriori analysis (see 
Vermersch, P., "Analyse de la tâche et fonctionnement cognitif dans 
la programmation de l’enseignement », Bulletin de psychologie, XXXIII, 343, p. 179-
187, 1977)), it is convenient to retain the word “step” for the a priori division of the 
task and the word “phase” for the segmentation of the action actually observed. 
Often there is a great difference between these two approaches. 
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(when a pie is burnt, there is no possibility to "unburn" it), or reversible operations, for example, 
I can redo an incorrect calculation or disassemble a device. 

 
Level 2.2 - Second fragmentation: 
Each step is broken down into basic actions 

If we decompose the first step: 
  [Make the dough] = [put 200 g of flour in a bowl / add 100 g of soft butter 
cut into small pieces / add half a teaspoon of fine salt / add 
half a glass of water at once / mix quickly with your fingertips / leave to 
rest 1 hour]. 
 This fragmentation is still relatively arbitrary. Conventionally, the essential information 
for a successful realization is often absent at this level. It almost resembles a recipe. For 
example, the things that are "obvious", for those who have already made pastry, are not 
mentioned: the order in which the ingredients are mixed is essential if we put water before the 
butter, the dough turns into glue; or if you just took the butter out of the fridge, or if it is not cut 
in small pieces, it is impossible to make homogeneous mixture without kneading much and 
causing the dough to no longer be suitable for a pie.  
 
Level 2.3 - Third fragmentation: we can decompose every elementary action in operations 
of identification and execution  
 The basic actions consist of identification operations, information-gathering on the one 
hand, and execution operations on the other (level of description of an organizational chart, or 
an educational algorithm in the sense of Landa58). 
 If I choose an elementary action of level 2.2, and italicize everything that belongs to 
information gathering and leave all that corresponds to execution in straight, we find:  

[Put 200 g of flour in a bowl] = [find out where the flour is/ know where the flour is / 
get the flour / know where the salad bowl is / find it / know how much flour you need / inquire 
about the process to determine the quantity (tablespoon, scale, measuring glass) / measure the 
quantity of flour / put in the salad bowl if the method for quantity determination uses an 
intermediate container (cooking scale, measuring glass). 
 It is important to take this principle of decomposition into account for any kind of 
questioning. It is based on the assumption that any execution is preceded by an information 
intake (external: reading the recipe, looking in the cupboard, check the consistency of the soft 
butter or internal: memorized knowledge, reflexive or not) and also concluded by an 
information intake. The initial information intake is used as an input test for identifying the 
execution operation and its parameters, the final information intake serves as a test at the end 
of the execution operation to know what the result is and if the execution continues or moves 
on to something else59. 
 In other words, when analysing the task, this level of description assumes, 
in order to be completed, that each execution operation has an information-gathering step that 
initiates it and an information-gathering step that concludes it. This second information intake 

                                                
58 Vermersch P., « Les algorithmes en psychologie et en pédagogie. Définition et 
intérêts ». Le Travail humain, 34, 1, 1971, p. 157-176. Vermersch P.,« Quelques 
aspects des comportements algorithmiques », Le Travail humain, 35, 1, 1972, p. 
117-130. Vermersch P., « La méthode des algorithmes. Construction et validation », 
Bulletin de l’AUDE-CAM, 1975. 
59 This model was developed by Miller, Galanter and Pribram under the name TOTE 
model. e.i. : Test (input) - Operation (run)- Test (end) - Exit (exit, move to something 
else). 
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is often so trivial that one forgets it. For example, the execution operation / get the flour / ends 
when I hold the package in my hand by hand and this “holding in the hand” is a clear criterion. 
But suppose, that in this cupboard, there is flour for pizza, fine flour for sauces and a pack of 
black wheat flour for pancakes, the criterion of this operation requires specifications at a lower 
level. Many execution operations pose formidable problems of definition and of identification 
of completion criteria. For example, in every memory learning task, one moment or another we 
will ask ourselves: do I know if I know? Or more precisely: how do I know that I know? Or, 
how do I know that my calculation (my reasoning, the spelling of a word, etc.) is correct? 
 This last degree of fragmenting the task into operations permits to understand many 
errors. The distinction between information gathering and execution 
has already shown us the implicit information intake on the pre-reflected level. 
Level 3: the unit of analysis is the operation (execution or information-gathering) 
 Going further into fragmentation raises many questions. First, is it necessary? Or is there 
even an ending to fragmentation? 

I can take whichever operation and ask myself the question if I really and concretely 
know how the concerned person has realized the operation, like: / fetch a salad bowl / choose 
one in particular, to grasp it in a more or less skilful way (more or less likely to break), and to 
place it on a suitable place on the work surface so it does not have to be moved again, etc.  
 Of course, we are tempted to consider that the operation of seeking 
a salad bowl is too trivial to be decomposed, the task is too evident, and we consider ourselves 
an expert.  
 However, this level of detail corresponds to a level of reality in the execution 
of a task; not knowing how to take this into account and not knowing how to guide the 
verbalization towards this detail, means ignoring what makes the action effective or ineffective. 
Treating this level of detail differently is like saying that the sequence of action that is 
unravelled, is of no interest at all and could have unrolled in whichever way. That what makes 
you an expert is often a particular manner of doing things and the description of this “manner” 
falls in level 3. What belongs to the previous level, level 2, is normally more general knowledge 
that is thought to everyone in the same way. If a step is missing or an elementary action is 
poorly done, normally this means that we are dealing with a beginner or an amateur. On the 
other hand, it is precisely this level of detail that is created in action without the person being 
conscious of it in a reflected way. 
 The need to question at this level therefore depends on the need for elucidation. The 
division into steps, into elementary actions, into operations allows focusing quickly on the area 
that needs to be clarified further, as it is neither possible nor necessary to do it all the time! 
 Each level 2 elementary operation can again be fragmented into smaller units. The 
number of levels of fragmentation that can be described, to me, seems to be depending on the 
complexity of these operations. In the example of the apple pie recipe, I distinguish three levels 
of fragmentation. 

Level 3. 1 - The steps to perform an operation 
Suppose I start from one of the execution operations:  
[Measure the amount of flour] = for example with a tablespoon (so we choose 

a process): open the package of flour / take a tablespoon / fill a spoon / pour the 
contents of the spoon into the salad bowl / repeat this process with the number of 
spoons required. 

 
 Level 3. 2 - The elementary units to realize a step of an operation 
[Take a tablespoon] = know where to find a tablespoon / go get it /possibly choose one among 
the others / grasp it with your hand /. 
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 Level 3. 3 - Decomposition of an elementary unit 
[Grasp it with your hand] = move your hand forward looking in the direction of the object /slide 
your fingers to separate it from the other objects / lift it cut side up / take it more precisely 
between your thumb and your other fingers (like the handle of a trowel) or between your thumb 
and your index-middle finger (like a stick)... 
 Continuing fragmentation is possible but changes the level (to level 4) and changes the 
scientific field, to address units of analysis that do not concern the behavioural level anymore, 
but the underlying structures and mechanisms. 
 Fragmentation: instruction manual 
 Fragmentation is based on an analysis of the task and entails both the principle of 
division into more or less fine units and the principle of taking into account the properties of 
these units and their sequence. In the description I have given, I emphasized the different 
constraints that more or less determine their succession. 
 Level 2 fragmentation helps you to see if a step is missing in the verbal restitution, or if 
an elementary action is described in an approximate way. At these levels, information is most 
of the time already conscious. However, as soon as we differentiate execution from information, 
we often discover that operations of information gathering are not yet conscious. The person 
expresses for example: “I act on intuition”, “I do it at random” or simply “It's like that, I do not 
know. " 
 Level 3 fragmentations is often the one that will unravel the crucial information needed 
to understand how an error occurred, or what determines the level of performance on a task. 
This is not so much based on systematic research but more so what I concluded after a long 
practice of interviews on the accomplishment of tasks. Level 3 corresponds as closely as 
possible to the detailed realization of each elementary action comprising the steps of a task; it 
is the relevant level of description to analyse most errors. 
 In training courses for explicitation, when we train the trainees to become aware of the 
granularity of the description, we simplify the practice by asking them for the most detailed 
questioning possible on usual task. We will of course give them a time limit and no task will 
ever be fully described within that time period. This gives the extraordinary opportunity to 
discover the possibility of having the interviewee verbalize micro-actions that he certainly 
didn’t know before (it is a demonstration of the pre-reflected nature of know-how), for example, 
how he selects information to make a summary, or the way he laces his shoes, puts an earring, 
etc. In everyday practice however, it is neither possible nor desirable to do so. The granularity 
of the description must be a variable parameter that adapts to the search of intelligibility and 
the accuracy of the information sought. 
The connecting threads  
 What will help the exchange to progress, to continue, or to stop? What will help us to 
ascertain the needs in elucidation? 
We have already discussed many elements to answer this question. 

At the most general level, the end criterion is inferior to goals that are external to the 
logic of the exchange that is taking place. If one aims to self-inform, it is the interviewer that 
masters the criterion: he will stop when he evaluates that he has understood or has got all the 
information he was looking for. If we aim to help another person to self-inform, the criterion 
will be linked to what the interviewee expresses, to the extent that he demonstrates awareness, 
an understanding, a discovery of the complete course of his action. 
 In the previous chapter, we saw that the focus of the interview was aimed  
at defining the situation, the task or part of the task that was to be elucidated. 
  

This elucidation can be done by following different tracks that give coherence 
to the succession of exchanges. 
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Overall coherence: structure of action and task 
 We can choose to follow the most general path, meaning a path that is adaptable to any 
task, because it underlines the structure of any action. Even if we are not an expert in the specific 
action (provided that we at least understand the principle and basic vocabulary), we can always 
follow what the person says from some common guidelines for any finalized action: 
- Follow the temporal sequence: first of all, find a starting point from a point of reference that 
the interviewee is able to bring back, often this will be the beginning, but one can also start at 
a significant incident. And from this point of departure, unroll the operations of information 
gathering and execution. 
- Follow the granularity of the description, i.e. verify at each reply that you can concretely 
identify what the interviewee actually does. This perception of the granularity of the description 
is related as much to the sequence as to the description of each elementary unit. 
- Follow the division into information gathering and execution. The taking of information is 
often implicit, as well for the end criteria or the initial identification. 
- Identify via the grid of satellite information of action (Chapter 2) what additional information 
is missing: have the goal and sub-goals been expressed? Has the actually used theoretical 
knowledge been put into words? Is information on the context or circumstances missing? 

If you are specialized in the specific task yourself, and hence you know the steps through 
which one should pass, this knowledge will help you to verify if the verbalization is complete 
and accurate. In addition, the conscious knowledge (subordinate to task analysis) of the 
chronological and sequential constraints of the realization of each step and of each elementary 
action, permits to check the plausibility, if not the veracity, of the provided description, as it 
must at least be compatible with these constraints. 
 However, knowledge of the task may also prove to be a serious handicap in the 
beginning. A specialist tends to share his expert knowledge with others and considers obvious 
what he does himself. Consequently, he may be confronted with two obstacles: 
- The first is to project on the other, as an implicit model, his way of doing. The questioning 
will become an implicit comparison aimed to check if the other is doing what I do (and thus 
how I think it must be done). Often the questioning then takes the form of alternative 
propositions: "Do you do this, or do you do that?". Consequently, I will not inform myself on 
how the interviewee himself proceeds. And I will not at all help him to self-inform either. 
- The second obstacle is to forget to question the descriptions that appear to be too obvious. We 
have thus, in several researches in didactics, had great surprises when analysing afterwards 
based on videotapes of the interviews. We saw that we had provided students with skills they 
actually had not, when only looking at their results. 
 During the course of the exchange, whether referring to the general structure 
of the action, or referring to the particular structure of the task, the interviewer must 
be able to remember what has been said, so as to refer mentally to what has not yet been 
addressed, or what still has to be taken up in order to be detailed. 
 
 Local coherence: verbal and gestural indicators  
 At any time during the exchange, the elucidation can be done by using local indicators 
in relation to the way in which the verbal expression is carried out by the interviewee, but also 
in relation to the gestures, which sometimes accompany the putting into words. While the 
structure of the action or the knowledge of the task serve as maps to guide the entire course of 
the interview, these indicators only allow punctual marking. This limit is also one of their 
advantages, as they are context-independent, and their use does not necessarily presuppose the 
understanding of the task. 
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 Relaunch from implicit verbal indicators 
 Linguists have taken the study of implicit enunciative structures much further60. For the 
use, in the limited framework of this introductive work, I will use some indicators developed 
by J. Grinder and R. Bandler in their Analysis of communication61. 
- Unspecified verbs: these are the best indicators of the need to fragment the 
description. In French, we have a series of "passe-partout" expressions that are 
based on the verbs do, act, think, understand etc., and which should almost automatically alert 
the interviewer to the need to ask for a description at 
a more detailed level. 
- Nominalisations: these are all terms used to form abstract expressions 
and which no longer describe what they concretely refer to, in a specific lived experience. 
Furthermore, terms of “methods”, “autonomy”, “comprehension” do not refer to a particular 
procedure and therefore leave much implicit. For example, in the expression: "He did it with 
method", I can ask myself the question, what this concretely means to achieve a particular action 
with method. 
Some of these nominalisations are not to be detailed in the perspective of the explicitation of 
an action. They might direct towards other fields of verbalization than towards the experience 
of the action. An interviewee for example said: "Oh! I have little involvement with numbers... 
". The term "involvement" is of course a nominalisation that does not say much, but is it relevant 
to detail what involvement means for this person? Will this help us understand how he 
proceeded? This is a question to be assessed before rushing to the formulation of relaunches on 
this kind of expression. 
- Absence of a referential index: these are all expressions that do not allow 
you to know what they refer to precisely. This can be caused by the use of words as "one" or 
"people", or the use of “that”, “this” or “which”. But it can also be by skipping a complete 
formulation: "I have applied this rule", as I do not know "what rule is referred to precisely”, an 
implicit remains. This type of formulation is particularly tricky when we ourselves know the 
task the interviewee is talking about, since there is a tendency to assign the other person the 
same knowledge as ours and therefore not inquire about “what rule precisely" he is talking 
about, and we find ourselves thought reading. 
- Comparatives and superlatives whose reference remains unformulated: in expressions like 
"it's easier", for example, the information that makes the comparison understandable is lacking: 
easier than what? 
 While listening to omissions, generalizations, inaccuracies in the verbalization we are 
often able to locate the implicit information and to facilitate the elucidation. 
Relaunch from observation of gestures 
 Trained in Neuro Linguistic Programming techniques, I have integrated many nonverbal 
cues. Observing movements can enable us to elucidate information, as they can refer 
mimetically or metaphorically to the action. In this context, we neither mean gestures in the 
sense of common cultural stereotypes, nor spontaneous synchronization between conversation 
partners, which have been studied at length by researchers on nonverbal communication. It is 
not a popularized approach of "truth gestures" either, in which a particular meaning is attributed 
to each type of gesture from an already made set of key gestures. The movements I propose to 
take into account come up during the verbal expression. They accompany the expression or 
even substitute it in a non-conscious way. What interests us is their potential value. Before 
                                                
60 . See the book of Kerbrat-Orecchioni C., L'implicite, Paris, Colin, 1986, and its 
bibliographical references. 
61 Grinder J., Bandler R., The structure of magic, Science and behavior books, 1976. 
Bandler R., Grinder J., Les secrets de la communication, Le Jour éditeur, 1982. 
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presenting this draft typology of gestures, it is important to go back to the importance and the 
value of putting them into words once again.  
 
Three ideas on the information carried by gestures 
• The first idea is that the body expresses itself and communicates, with the help of all of its 
movable segments (arms, hands, head, direction of the looks, torso, legs and feet). In other 
words, everything that moves can become a means of expression and thus stop to be only an 
organic tool serving a direct motor or sensory function. This is particularly troubling concerning 
the eye direction, as the change of direction of the gaze is no longer indicated by the visual 
function but refers to the type of representation carried out by the subject. 
• The second idea is that the body expresses meaning that is not yet reflected for the subject. 
The gestures communicate information that is not yet conscious 
for the owner of the body!  This type of communication is an indication for pre-reflected 
knowledge. The great interest of taking into account this information expressed by the body is 
that it affirms a knowledge of the subject even before he has become aware of it. This message 
is particularly reliable since it holds information that is issued without any intent to 
communicate.		
	
• The third idea has a practical value. The interviewer can use the observation of these gestures 
as an additional means to help the interviewee to put his implicit knowledge into words. 
 The gesture more of less informs the interviewer of the fact that the subject knows what 
he did, and how he did it, even if he verbalizes that he does not know. Here we can see the 
cleavage between pre-reflective knowledge and conscious, conceptualized knowledge. When 
the interviewee says he does not know, in fact he says he has no already conceptualized 
knowledge on the subject and he perceives this as the equivalent of: "There is no part of myself 
that knows about how I process.” In fact, we know that there is a knowledge in act, the implicit 
know-how that exists and is present. Taking into account the information carried out by the 
gestures, becomes an extraordinary indicator for the interviewer to know where to orient his 
questions, and even to stop the verbalization and guide the subject’s attention to what his hand 
expresses when he makes that particular movement or what kind of "impressions" he discovers 
when he turns his eyes in that particular direction. (In a somewhat different form, we find this 
in the Gestalt techniques initiated by F. Perls). 
Attempt at a typology of sign gestures 
Mime Gestures  
Reference to the content of a physical action. 
It concerns gestures that, in reference to a concrete action, accurately reproduce a part of the 
properties of the real gesture, of the spatial locations or the shapes of the objects or tools 
involved in the action when it was materially realized. 
 For example, concerning the use of a screwdriver we see the right hand that holds and 
turns an object, or a hand that advances when the subject speaks of opening an oven and which, 
before specifying it, reveals which hand was used. 
 By the magnitude and the direction of his movements, the subject can furthermore give 
information on the location and shape of the objects and the space of work. The directions of 
the gaze can also, like the gestures, give information on the actual location of a room or a 
machine, when the interviewee uses the room in which he is for a spatial representation during 
the questioning (it is the room above, or behind). 
 With these types of gestures, it is often possible to formulate a question by formulating 
what he manifests: "And when you take with your left hand, how do you go about it? " 
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Metaphorical Gestures 
Reference to mental activity 
 When the interviewee expresses himself about his intellectual activity, his mental 
actions, his criteria of appreciation or the way in which he sensorialy codes his evocation etc., 
his verbalization may also be accompanied by gestures that reflect certain properties of these 
internalized activities. But, contrary to the mimic gestures that refer to body movements that 
actually take place, gestures relating to mental actions only offer a metaphorical representation. 
In the case of mental actions, the accompanying gestures cannot be the mime of an action, as 
the action has not physically taken place.  
 For example, regarding a memorization activity, a person described how 
he grouped each piece of information in different boxes, and with his hands he described 
the manner in which these boxes opened, unravelled and contained these pieces of information. 
It was so lively that the observers proposed to classify his gestures as mimes of action, even 
though his hands had never held these pieces of information. 
 These gestures can give information about the sensory structure of the 
representation. 
 A subject who, whilst speaking, turns his hand at the height of an ear, or who touches 
his nose, or who touches the cheekbone under his eye with the index finger, can unintentionally 
represent a reality through a certain sensory modality (auditory, sensory, visual).  

In a separate article62, I have discussed in more detail many other aspects of gestures 
related to mental activity. 
In summary… 
 This chapter on elucidation has successively treated: 
- The formulation of the questions: I emphasized the importance of generating descriptive 
responses and the need to avoid "why" and requests for explanations, to avoid answers solely 
based on knowledge. Particular attention was paid to relaunches after denial. Don’t get blocked 
by "I don’t know". Expressions like "I do not remember” or “I have not done anything " are not 
simple and ask for relaunches that, yet again, are counter-intuitive. 
- In the second part I clarified the concept of the granularity of the description and distinguished 
two levels of division: the one that takes a task as a unit of analysis, and the finer one, which 
takes an operation as a unit of fragmentation. Knowing to what level of detail one needs to push 
the questioning is one of the essential means that ensures the elucidation of a course of action. 
- Finally, in order to navigate in an exchange, I presented and underlined a hierarchy of 
connecting threads:		
 
• At the most general level, the interview pursues an external goal: such as gathering of 
information or helping to self-inform.	
 
• During the whole interview, the preferred reference point is that of the analysis of the task 
and, failing that, the grid underlying all tasks: the structure of any action.	
 
• In parts of the interview, the reference point is the timing and the structure: 
information-gathering – execution – end criterion, and also the identification of the possible 
levels of fragmentation of the description.	
 

                                                
62 Cf. Vermersch P., « Essai de classification des gestes », Bulletin du GREX, 2-3, 
janvier 1994. 
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• At times, the formulation of a reply allows you to identify omissions or implicit information 
indicated by the structure of the enunciation.  Taking into account gestures that mime or 
metaphorize mental actions gives access to the pre-reflective part.   
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9 
Regulate the exchange 

 
hen we intent to regulate by means of a relaunch, we change the field of  
intervention and investigation: instead of focusing on the past reference situation, 
the questioning aims the actual content of the activity. As a result, the way of 
questioning changes to a meta level in relation to the purpose of the activity, the new 

goal remaining subordinate to the previous one: "I regulate in order to continue towards the 
explicitation of the experience of the past action". This shift implies the interviewer’s capacity 
to step back, at a distance from his involvement, and shift the activity at the appropriate time. 
 Unlike the other functions of relaunches (initialization, focusing, elucidation) which are 
set at rather particular times in the exchange, the regulatory function is ready to be used at any 
time. This can be at the beginning of the exchange, or at each step during the course of the 
exchange, since its main goal is to correct the discrepancies in respect of the conditions that 
enable the verbalization of the experience of the action. But let’s not forget that there is only a 
potential utility for the regulatory function, as the implementation is not always necessary. 
When the exchange is productive, regulation may not be required. 
Regulate to achieve the conditions of verbalization of the lived action 
 In the first part of this book, we have defined the object of the explicitation interview: 
verbalizing the course of the lived action (chapter 2). To achieve this goal, several conditions – 
that may not be aligned with spontaneous verbalizations – are to be filled. In order for them to 
be realized, guidance and accompaniment is required.  
■■ Reminder of the conditions 
 In the preceding chapters, we have successively described the following conditions.  
 Let us also remind ourselves of the well-defined series of constraints which will guide 
the interviewee whenever necessary: 

1) to a particular domain of verbalization, the constraint of the lived experiences 
(Chapter 2) 

2) and more particularly the experience of the action. 
 

3) Among all that is related to the experiences of the action, a particular attention 
will be paid to the verbalization of the procedure, to secure the possible 
validation of the putting in words of the theoretical knowledge that is 
potentially relevant to conduct the action (declarative knowledge). 

4) Finally, the fact that verbalization refers to a real and specified task.  

 We have also seen that many revisions and precautions had to be implemented in order to 
facilitate the evocation of the past situation (incarnated speech position, Ch.3) to access the 
pre-reflected and to enable the concrete memory (chapter 5). 
 When guiding towards the incarnated speech position, our questions are not intended to 
gather information. This is even the case for the questions that guide towards description. 
These questions oblige the subject indirectly to access his past experience. This is the only 
way in which he can obtain this information (see Chapter 3). 

W	
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 Finally, we emphasize the importance of the communication contract for the exchange 
process. The communication contract should be renewed as often as necessary (Chapter 6). 
In the following excerpt: "Well, if you are still ok with it, I will ask you to choose ... ", the 
: "if you are still ok" is a relaunch not intended to acquire information on the past situation, 
but intended to enable the interviewee to express whether he agrees or not with the coming 
exchange so that the interviewer can adapt and continue in accordance with the given 
permission.   
■■ What is guiding? 
  Guiding is to intervene and to formulate relaunches that seek to 
influence the interviewee’s intent to verbalize. 
 Guiding is compensating through mediation that spontaneous putting in words is rarely 
descriptive and more often referring to generalities, kind of "talking around it", which 
almost never targets a specified task. Guiding is to catch and stop the self-blocking of our 
memory by skilled accompaniment and moving towards a part of which we have little or 
no reflected experience. 
 So many good reasons to regulate and guide! And yet several questions arise. 
Are we allowed to exercise this kind of influence? 
 The question is naive as it presupposes that we could not exercise influence! In every 
situation of verbal exchange, we are always in a process of reciprocal influence. 
Intentionally choosing the relaunches and influence would therefore be rather desirable 
than not. 
 The decisive questions concern the direction of influence rather than the existence of an 
influence that is inevitably present. 
 In this technique, the direction of the guiding relaunches in general is always the 
direction of helping the subject to get closer to himself, in the sense of being more precisely 
related to his experience.  
 If there is influence, it consists in bringing the interviewee closer to his experience, and 
therefore to himself. This will in any case help him to verbalize an aspect of this experience, 
an aspect related to the course of his action. It seems to me that exercising this influence, 
within the limits of what the interviewee authorizes, directs more towards freedom than to 
confinement, insofar as getting to know oneself better (becoming aware) will only increase 
freedom.  
But by exerting this influence, don’t we increase the risk of inducing answers? Or forcing 
the expression of desired information? 
 To clarify these issues, we need to differentiate between container and content. Since 
the first chapters, I have favored a logic of containers, that is to say an envelope or a space 
of which the contents is not specified, except that it belongs to this container. The 
identification in the verbalization domains defines various containers, the field of the 
verbalization of the experience of the action is one of them and is aimed by the explicitation 
interview. 
 Emphasizing the verbalization of a real and specified task or the value of verbalizing 
the procedural, are also ways of defining a container logic. Regarding the containers, the 
guiding is carried out in a directive manner. Regarding the verbalized content, on the other 
hand, I accompany the interviewee towards a free expression of what he can express by 
using his own words. The success of this technique depends on the competencies of the 
interviewer. The content is gathered in a non-directive way, as long as it belongs to one of 
the containers aimed by explicitation. Since explicitation favors certain containers, there is 
also information that intentionally remains unseen. Whether or not this is appropriate in a 
specific situation is to be discussed in relation to the purposes of the interview. 
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 But please remember that this only makes sense when it is judicious to elucidate the 
“how” of the action. When conducting a practice analysis, a skill assessment, this 
privileged purpose is only one of the possible goals. 
 At the content level, the risk of inducing answers is not as much related to the 
interviewing technique as to the quality of the interviewer’s listening skills and his 
knowledge of his own countertransference. In other words, to not question according to his 
own ways of doing things, for example, or having learned to be wary of obviousness in 
what the other person says, as it is only obvious to the extent that one lends one's own 
knowledge to the other. 
How to make these regulatory relaunches? 
 The difficulty is to direct the speech of the interviewee in a particular direction without 
creating a reaction of rejection or refusal, thus without cutting the quality of the relationship 
and the confidence that may have been established. One must in particular avoid giving the 
impression of a negative judgement on what the interviewee has said until then. 
 The basis of this type of relaunch is to be in agreement with what was said: accepting it 
and reformulating it, for example. Then, from there, suggest to continue more precisely 
and closer to the experience, but in the extension of the previous verbalization. Basically, 
we pass on the message in the order of: "go on ... very good ...and more precisely… ". 
It is important to realize that we should regulate in a directive manner regarding the 
domains of verbalization and in a non-directive manner regarding the verbalized content. 
Without directing, the verbalization will spontaneously remain vague, the progress of the 
action will stay non descriptive and will be blocked by expressions such as "I do not know" 
or "I do not remember". 
 Guidance is one of the technical challenges essential for the realization of explicitation. 
Not being able to guide, not being able to intervene or to direct the verbalization makes 
you powerless to help the other in explicitation. 
Regulate to enable exchange  
 In what we have seen so far, regulation intervenes simply to correct unusual conducts. 
So, regulation is just an active mediation to accompany the interviewee in a practice in 
which he has never been trained. In other words, regulating guidance is there to compensate 
for a lack of competence.  
 When regulating we may encounter greater difficulties in the conditions of explicitation. 
We may therefore need to refine the diagnosis and try to provide more assistance. In the 
early days of the explicitation interview, these difficulties had the status of embarrassment 
or incompetence of the interviewer. Now, they reflect a psychology of reflexive behavior 
that is still to be constructed for a large part.	

The following analyzes systematize the beginning of a "clinic", meaning a set of case 
studies that will need to be refined and developed in the future. For now, the indicated 
remediations are therefore just indications. 

 
 We can encounter obstacles that need genuine rehabilitation and cannot be overcome 
during an interview, nor with the skills of a trainer or a teacher. In the analysis of all the 
difficulties that we are going to address, it is important to remember that, when the 
difficulties persist, we must stop trying to overcome them and accept them as part of a 
conduct that has meaning for the interviewee and that should be respected, including the 
limits in which it is revealed. 
This is the ethical meaning of the communication contract, help is proposed within the 
limits that the interviewee sets, explicitly or not, and will not go beyond. It may be noted 
that these limits often point to interesting concerns in terms of rehabilitation. In the learning 
domain for example, not knowing how to restore the experience of a past situation or not 
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being able to experience one's own thought may be the cause or the symptom of important 
deficits. Furthermore, these symptoms can also refer to other reasons than skill deficits. 

	
■■ Difficulties in accessing a specific situation 
 Apart from particular situations, in which the object of explicitation is automatically 
given by the context (correction of an exercise, start of a new exercise, questioning on a 
lesson, etc.), in the other two settings that I have distinguished, it may happen that a person 
declares not to have a reference situation that he can talk about, or not to know how to find 
one in particular, or even being unable to identify a specific one. 

Two scenarios are possible: 
Before the interview 
The person has this impression even before really being in the situation of exchange. 

For example, in case of group supervision at the moment someone proposes a common 
theme of practice analysis. At that moment, the only thing to do is to ask the person to wait 
until he will be in the position to be interviewed, so he can be guided in accessing a precise 
past situation. When the instruction is given, the person often searches for easily accessible 
conscious knowledge, without really being involved (for example, while still listening to 
the instructions), and if the answer does not come immediately, or if there are some traces 
of confusion, the person will jump to the conclusion that he cannot respond to this type of 
request. 

	
 During the interview 
 In the second situation, the difficulty appears during the interview, usually 
in the beginning. 
 Either there is no evocation, or there are several evocations and the person does not 
know how to choose. When no evocation occurs, it is very important to ask the person to stop 
looking for a specific situation, to stop what is blocking him, probably the conscious effort of 
recalling. Instead, we’ll ask him to just let it come to him, whichever impression it may be and 
in whatever way it may be related to the theme. Or we can also ask him what comes to him 
when he thinks of anything specific. With these indirect solicitations, the person often finds a 
beginning of a remembrance that he criticizes as not being sufficient or not being relevant to 
what is being asked. In such a situation, we should be careful to not listen to these comments 
and to accompany the person in a more precise evocation.	
 If this is ineffective, we should stop and conclude a new communication contract with 
a new objective: the person describing what he does when he is trying to find a specific 
situation. This is a diagnostic step to find out how the person is trying to access particular 
evocation. 
 This diagnosis can be carried out in several ways: 
- Either by guiding the explicitation to the current situation where the person is in difficulty. 
-  Or by looking for a successful situation in the past, a situation in which the person has 
experienced that he knows how to find a precise past situation. 
-  Or even by looking for a current successful situation, whatever the evoked situation may be, 
provided that the person is able to re-evoke it lively and precisely. In this last process, the goal 
is to analyze what this person does when he knows how to do it, in contrast with the situation 
in which he does not. Paradoxically, when we ask him to stop trying what he did when he didn’t 
succeed, we place him in a position to succeed on another theme. 
 The last situation we commonly encounter, is when a person evokes several situations 
and is unable to choose one in particular. In this situation, it is important to engage the person 
in exploring them one at a time and giving up the others, at least provisionally. With adults we 
sometimes encounter a resistance linked to what I call the argument of the "specific situation". 
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This means that the interviewee places, himself in the interviewer’s place, thinks that talking 
about a single situation is not reliable and wishes to proceed directly to the generalization. While 
it is true that informing oneself on a specific situation does not immediately allow 
generalization, as we might wish to do in research, documenting what is done in a specific 
situation can only be accomplished through the lived action being a singular situation. So that 
means we need to intellectually convince the other of this point of view, assuming that there is 
not some other persistent difficulty hidden behind it. It may also happen that this hesitation to 
choose reveals the difficulty we are going to address next. 
	
■■ Difficulties in accessing or remaining in the incarnated speech position 
 One of the main technical difficulties of explicitation is guiding the interviewee to the 
incarnated speech position and helping him – whilst being in this position – to evoke the 
experience of a past situation. In the beginning, the interviewer often takes the interviewee out 
of evocation due to his own blunders. An inadequate relaunch, such as: "and what do you think 
of this ", will guide the person away from the experience of action towards another area of 
verbalization. It also happens that the interviewer has the impression that "he does not manage 
to put a student, a trainee, in evocation", but afterwards, the a posteriori observation or analysis 
shows that, in fact, we are dealing with a subject who does not wish to be put in this position 
(conscious or unconscious refusal), who cannot be put in this position (or believes he cannot), 
or, who even does not know how to do it mentally. 
 The few cases I have encountered, or were told about, concerning a refusal to evoke the 
experience of a past action, are linked to problems of control of communication. The concerned 
interviewee refused to take his eyes off the interviewer and therefore, hypothetically, refused 
to give up actively controlling the interviewer. Since accessing the incarnated speech position 
is normally expressed by a disengaging gaze (we saw in chapter 3), not allowing this 
disengagement can complicate evocation.  
 The reasons of this conduct are of no concern to the trainer, in the sense that he is not in 
the position to know, nor is he in the position to make the other person aware of why he wants 
to keep this visual control over the relationship.  
 On the other hand, we can try to regulate by asking the interviewee 
for his criterion as to know whether he is in evocation. How does he know that he evokes a past 
situation? Does he know the difference between talking about what he knows about this 
situation and the fact of finding it by evocation? In proceeding this way, the interviewer will 
discover whether the interviewee has a lack of competence or difficulties in implementing what 
he has learned (confusion between knowledge and evocation, for example, and thus between 
different speech positions), or whether for reason X it is important for the interviewee not to 
evoke. 
 In this respect, when working with adults, we can encounter two types in particular: the 
expert and the patient. 
 The expert presents major problems in interviewing techniques, he rapidly speaks of a 
domain he knows well, concerning which domain he is already accustomed to give lectures, he 
almost spontaneously starts talking as an experienced professional. He will only express what 
he already knows. He is not easily in evocation and does not allow to be guided easily either, 
because he knows what he wants to say. Trying to slow him down is difficult, if not impossible, 
and he can eventually become annoyed if you insist. Often it is best to let the expert express 
himself as he wishes first, even to test if he evokes or not. After all, the expert awaits a 
recognition of his knowledge and competence. Afterwards we can regulate the situation, if we 
succeed in securing the interest of the expert by making him discover something he does that 
he did not know he was doing, even if it is only a small detail. For the moment, I have not met 
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any expert who resists the curiosity of discovering aspects of his practice that he was not yet 
aware of. 
 The "patient" is an adult who is engaged in a personal process, psychotherapeutic, 
psychoanalytic or otherwise. At the time of questioning, he may be in a sensitive, or even a 
critical phase. The mere fact of turning his attention to his lived experience, will remind him of 
a direction of attention which he also uses in other situations or with other people, and this 
direction might be a sensitive one and confusing. In the situations I encountered, the 
interviewees stopped spontaneously, and it was just important to respect these limits.  
 ■■ Persistent doubt about the accuracy of what is said 
 In some cases, while verbalizing information, the interviewee is continuously doubting: 
"I am not sure", "I believe it is something like that, but I'm not sure”. This expression can be 
taken as a true uncertainty at face value. But other hypothesis are possible as well, for example, 
that accessing the past is so unusual for this person that he cannot believe it is possible, that this 
is really happening; or the interviewee has some sort of scruples about the fact that he cannot 
describe with total certainty and therefore prefers to minimize the value of what he is putting 
in words. Many other hypotheses are of course possible. The important point is that this 
expression of uncertainty may play a self-locking role, discouraging for the person who 
expresses it. The presence of epistemic modalities, furthermore, indicates that the interviewee 
is assessing his own speech and that, at the time of formulation, he is perhaps not really in the 
incarnated speech position. 
	
	 A first way to respond to this difficulty is to check with the interviewee 
if he knows, if he is "really" in the past situation, to bring him back to an 
appreciation of his own evocation and to help him access an evocation that is even closer to 
him by stating his own criteria. 
 Another way of helping is to do the exact opposite: instead of working towards the 
certainty of what happened, you can work from the existing uncertainty. To explain further I 
collected an example by C. Le Hir, the interviewer is indicated in italics and the interviewee in 
roman type. This is an exchange on the use of explicitation techniques in class: 
14. C: When you do not understand, what do you understand "already"? 
15. J: I had an answer, but which one? 
16. C: In what position are you at that moment, the moment that you hear yourself say that 
again?    
17. J: Was I standing? I do not know, it bothers me because I cannot find the precise 
situation ... I think I was standing but I cannot remember the context neither with which student 
it was, nor the content, actually nothing at all. 
18. C: Nothing at all, what do you know not to be there in any case?  
19. J: What do I know not to be there? I know that I did not achieve any part of the objective 
that had to be ... The student did not understand. I did not obtain anything interesting, as far as 
I can remember of course, but the content does not come back to me. 
20. C: Do you know what it was not in relation to content, in relation to 
what it could not be? 
21. J: Regarding to what it could not be? 
22. C: Yes, are there things you're sure it was not? 
23. J: In other words, if I say that it was not that, it means that it did not end with an awareness 
of any kind, neither from the pupil nor from me, but it ended with a traditional explanation. 
24. C: Traditional? 
(…) 
As you can see in 15 and at the end of 17, the interviewee expresses her uncertainty about what 
she is saying and the interviewer in 18, reverses her words: "What do you know not to be there? 
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", and thus obtains a beginning of information on the circumstances and the direction of the 
teacher's action. 
25. J: I think that's it, yes.  
26. C: To put it in another way, you started with a question that did not bring you what you 
would have liked it to bring you and you ended with ... 
27. J: That is, instead of continuing the interview until I found something, I immediately fled 
into an explanation of a lesson, or something like that. 
28. C: That you know  
29. J: I know that. 
 30. C: What else do you know, is there anything else that comes to you about that moment, or 
maybe other things that come to you?		
	
31. J: There are other things that come to me, but I do not know if it concerns that situation. 
32. C: That does not matter. 
33. J: Yes, a specific situation, it was in the first-year, I clearly remember the situation and 
which pupil it was. Since it was a difficult situation, questions were fired from everywhere, it 
was a first-year orientation class and, they are very ... and they do not understand, they do not 
understand, they do not understand. It was really… and there was one student in particular. I 
don’t remember any more if it was following ... I must have said: "and when you do not 
understand what do you not understand? So, she pointed out a part (it was a correction exercise). 
So, she ... 
34. C: We can go back a little, until when you started to ask, until when she told you I do not 
understand, where were you with respect to her?  
35. J: I was writing on the board and she was sitting. 
36. C: You were writing on the board and she was sitting, and you started by saying: "When 
you do not understand?"  
37. J: What do you not understand? 
38. C: What do you not understand? 
 This second sequence is a good illustration of a series of regulatory relaunches 
in terms of accessing the concrete memory. Formulation 30 gives free rein 
to all possibilities: "Maybe other things that come to you? ", Then 
before new uncertainties arise (31), diminish the importance of conscious certainty: "That does 
not matter”, which is accompanied by important information (33). 
 Finally, 34, a good example of retaking that contains the communication contract, 
rephrasing of what was said and relaunching to specify the space to guide towards a more 
precise evocation. 
 This list of difficulties is limited and will be expanded as the collection of interviews 
continue.  
 More generally, regulation starts every time you perceive that you are  
making too much of an effort in the course of the exchange. Every time you struggle to get the 
person to evoke a specified past situation and you do not succeed, ask yourself if it is not time 
to regulate, to stop the fascination of achieving at all costs, to start understanding what 
interferes, or to renegotiate the aimed goal or the way to reach it.  
 To conclude on the topic of the regulation of relaunches, it is probable that this 
information is difficult to assimilate at first reading. Not because it is particularly abstract or 
complex, but simply because it cannot take its full value until a good experience in explicitation, 
until regulating is in a meta position with respect to the interview process. This is therefore a 
chapter to re-read after a few attempts. 
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10	
	

Implementing		
the	explicitation	interview	

Thisconcluding	chapter	aims	to	complete	the	detailed	descriptions	of	the	

last	 chapters	 by	 a	 few	 remarks	 on	 the	 practical	 application	 of	 the	 explicitation	
questioning.	It	is	aimed	particularly	people	who	are	beginning	to	practice	with	this	way	
of	accessing	to	information.	Here,	I	would	like	to	provide	a	few	simplified	reference	points	
to	help	take	the	step	of	putting	the	information	presented	here	into	practice.	

	 A	complex	know-how	knowledge	develops	progressively	in	successive	layers.	As	
long	as	the	previous	layer	is	not	sufficiently	experimented,	it	is	difficult	to	understand	and	
implement	a	new	and	more	expert	layer.	That	means,	that	we	have	first	to	experience	the	
efficacy	and	limitations	of	the	tools	we	used	in	the	previous	layer	to	address	difficulties	
that	have	occurred.	In	so	doing,	we	re-organize	all	into	a	more	global	unit,	diminishing	the	
complexity	of	 the	whole.	Thus,	we	make	room,	 in	 the	mental	workspace,	 to	be	able	 to	
approach	new	aspects	that	only	make	sense,	when	the	previous	knowledge	is	already	on	
the	way	of	being	internalized.	

	 My	 book	 tries	 to	 cover	 two	 layers:	 that	 of	 the	 interviewer	 who	 begins	 and	
who	absolutely	needs	to	master	for	example,	getting	rid	of	the	"why"	in	his	questioning.	
Part	of	 the	materials	and	examples	provided	correspond	to	a	second	 layer	and	will	be	
useful	to	those	who	have	exceeded	this	beginner	level	to	make	a	more	professional	use	of	
the	explicitation	interview.	For	example,	the	indications	on	Ericksonian	relaunches,	also	
the	analyses	on	the	processes	to	 implement	when	faced	with	difficulties,	regarding	 for	
example	 evocation,	 will	 take	 their	 full	 meaning	 only	 with	 growing	 experience.	 Other	
layers	 exist	which	would	 be	 futile	 to	 attempt	 to	 show	 in	 an	 introductory	 book.	 These	
layers	of	interviewers’	skills	are	being	encountered	and	trained	mainly	in	the	framework	
of	practice	analysis	groups	focusing	on	the	difficulties	encountered	by	the	participants,	
but	also	in	training	workshops,	advanced	courses,	or	by	attending	a	basic	course	as	an	
assistant.	

It's	easier	to	do	than	to	say	

	 The	 very	 beginners	 who	 would	 like	 to	 practice	 the	 explicitation	 questioning,	
whether	for	an	occasional	use,	in	a	situation	of	feedback	or	in	interview,	will	first	need	to	
forget	or	ignore	a	good	deal	of	what	has	been	presented	up	until	now.	First	of	all,	they	
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need	 to	 imagine	 that	 writing	 the	 detail	 of	 a	 know-how	 seems	 to	 make	 this	 look	 it	
extremely	complicated.	All	details,	information	on	relaunches,	on	conditions	...	are	long	
and	 complicated	 to	 describe,	 but	 are	 summed	 up	 into	 an	 instantaneous	 synthesis	 in	
action.	

	 As	a	first	step,	it	is	quite	possible	to	make	a	partial	use	of	the	different	techniques	I	
have	presented.	

	 Observe,	 for	 example,	 the	 effect	 of	 “why",	 or	 seek	 to	 remove	 them	 from	 the	
relaunches.	

	 Reformulate	a	communication	contract	when	the	verbalization	dries	up.	

	
	 Channel	the	person	to	the	reference	of	a	more	specified	task,	when	he	keeps	talking	
in	general	terms,	or	make	him	describe	the	concrete	aspect	of	his	action,	when	he	keeps	
describing	 the	 context	 or	 when	 he	 stays	 locked	 in	 the	 expression	 of	
judgments	about	what	happened.	

	 Each	 of	 these	 points	 (the	 list	 is	 not	 complete)	 is	 a	 step	 in	 the	 direction	 of	 an	
effective	aid	to	the	explicitation	of	the	lived	action.	Using	a	single	of	these	techniques	can	
already	help	facilitate	putting	an	action	in	words.	

	 But,	of	course,	it	may	happen	that	the	interviewee	has	greater	difficulties	or	that	
his	way	of	verbalizing	spontaneously	needs	a	type	of	guiding	that	requires	more	resources	
in	order	to	succeed.	Then	we	will	have	to	master	a	range	of	additional	techniques	of	aid	
for	explicitation.	

	

	 Having	 a	 comprehensive	 set	 of	 tools	 does	 not	 assume	
that	we	need	everything,	all	the	time	

	 The	design	of	 the	set	of	 techniques	 that	constitute	 the	explicitation	 interview	is	
based	on	field	situations.	Because	I	have	encountered	difficulties	in	collecting	descriptions	
of	the	unfolding	of	an	action,	I	have	been	confronted	with	silence,	with	"I	do	not	know",	
with	comments	or	with	talking	“around”	action,	I	designed	and	adapted	techniques	that	
help	overcome	 these	obstacles	or	bypass	 them.	But	we	do	not	always	encounter	all	of	
these	 difficulties:	 certain	 exchanges	 do	 not	 pose	 any	 difficulty	 except	 channelling	 the	
interviewee	towards	the	verbalization	of	the	experienced	aspects.	

	 Therefore,	it	is	not	necessary	to	use	all	the	available	tools	all	the	time,	just	as	we	do	
not	need	the	entire	sewing	kit	to	sow!	On	the	other	hand,	there	are	circumstances	in	which	
a	tool	that	is	only	used	once	a	year	becomes	indispensable...	

	 In	many	cases,	simple	guidance	to	the	object	of	the	question	produces	the	desired	
effect	and	relevant	information	on	the	course	of	the	action	comes	without	any	problem.	
Conversely,	one	can	encounter	insurmountable	difficulties	in	the	current	state	of	the	skill,	
or,	given	the	problems	of	the	person	being	questioned,	the	explicitation	interview	may	
bring	part	of	the	action	experience	into	consciousness,	but	not	the	totality!	

126



 
 

127	

	 Therefore,	initially,	we	may	just	test	the	simplest	tools,	or	the	ones	we	think	to	be	
the	 simplest.	 They	 already	 make	 it	 possible	 to	 appropriately	 direct	 the	 questioning	
towards	the	experience	of	the	action.	

	 Perhaps	 the	main	point	 to	master	 this	 technique	 is	 to	give	meaning	 to	 the	goal,	
which	is	to	inform	or	to	help	the	other	to	self-inform	about	the	procedural	dimension	of	
the	 lived	experience.	 I	believe,	 that	 if	 the	goal	 is	clear,	 the	 technical	subtleties	develop	
sooner	or	later.	We	can	even	consider	this	awareness	of	the	goal	as	a	prerequisite	to	the	
training	for	these	techniques.	

	

Prerequisites	for	training?	

	 This	paragraph	is	specifically	aimed	at	practitioners	of	all	levels,	whether	they	are	
teachers,	trainers,	coaches,	supervisors,	educators	and	trainers	of	trainers.	For	personal	
training	 for	 the	 explicitation	 interview	 to	 be	 relevant	 to	 them,	 a	 certain	 number	 of	
prerequisites	seem	to	me	necessary,	mainly	in	terms	of	attitude.	

	 The	 explicitation	 questioning	 makes	 sense	 in	 a	 pedagogy	 that	 emphasizes	 the	
pupil's	own	approach.	To	 take	 this	 into	account	means	 firstly	 to	know	and	to	help	 the	
pupil	 become	 aware	 for	 his	 own	 benefit.	 To	 get	 acquainted	 with	 it,	 one	 must	 have	
renounced	the	use	of	only	the	prescriptive	approach	of	saying	what	to	do	and	dealing	with	
errors	and	learning	difficulties	as	mere	deviations	from	the	expected	norm.	To	leave	this	
only	prescriptive	attitude	behind,	one	has	to	take	a	real	interest	in	the	thinking	of	the	pupil	
and	in	so	doing,	take	the	time	and	the	means	to	let	it	emerge	in	verbal	expression.	This	
type	of	activity	can	raise	some	fearsome	professional	identity	problems	I	am	thinking	of	
a	group	of	mathematics	teachers	with	whom	I	had	worked.	Some	of	them,	when	they	were	
questioning	 in	 this	 way,	 wondered	 if	 they	 were	 still	 maths	 teachers! 63 	Some	 others	
thought,	 that	 it	 was	 by	 integrating	 this	 type	 of	 approach	 that	 they	 were	 finally	 fully	
centred	teachers,	not	on	maths,	but	on	learning	maths.	

The	network	“Formation	et	apprentissage”	in	Lyon	thus	favoured	courses	that	do	
not	 directly	 concern	 the	 explicitation	 interview	 as	 such,	 although	 this	 institution	 has	
certified	trainers,	courses	that	are	centred	on	goals	specific	to	teachers:	"the	methodology	
of	the	student's	work",	for	example.	So,	teachers	can	discover	the	interest	that	they	and	
their	students	can	have	in	discovering	information	on	the	way	they	do	this	or	that	exercise	
through	the	verbal	exchange	and	questioning,	information	on	the	way	they	do	this	or	that	
exercise.	

	 This	means,	that	being	engaged	in	the	pedagogical	project	that	underlies	and	gives	
meaning	to	the	questioning	of	explicitation	is	not	obvious	for	everyone.	

	

Difficulties	in	training	for	an	interview	technique	

                                                
63 But conversely one can find in the book of Maurel M., Sackur C., Faire 
l’expérience des mathématiques. Entre enseignement et recherche. Lyon ALEAS 
2010, some testimonies of the use of explicitation interview in mathematics. 
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	 An	interview	technique	is	a	know-how	

	 As	 such,	 not	 only	 must	 we	 learn	 it,	 but	 also,	 we	 must	 practice	 it,	 and	 it	 is	
only	when	we	have	sufficiently	practiced	it,	that	it	may	be	said	that	we	have	learned	it.	
Even	if	you	know	the	theory	of	music,	it	does	not	allow	you	to	play	an	instrument.	Playing	
a	scale	is	already	of	the	order	of	an	effective	know-how,	but	it	leaves	you	still	very	far	from	
the	possibility	of	playing	a	fugue	from	Bach.	

	

	 The	 comparison	 with	 music	 can	 be	 amplified,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 the	 suitable	
implementation	 of	 an	 interview	 technique	 must	 be	 done	 in	 the	 speed	 (the	 tempo)	
of	 the	 exchange;	 otherwise	 it	 is	 ineffective	 and	 clumsy.	 This	 speed	 factor	 requires	
a	 good	 dexterity	 in	 listening	 and	 analysis	 of	 what	 the	 other	 says,	 in	 order		
to	be	able	to	formulate	relevant	relaunches.	

	 Finally,	 acquiring	 a	 good	 interview	 technique	 is	 no	 more	 difficult	 than	
becoming	an	average	skier	or	an	average	amateur	pianist.	These	are	the	first	comparisons	
that	come	to	my	mind.	It	would	be	even	more	correct	be	to	compare	the	technique	to	the	
training	of	a	singer,	who	not	only	acquires	knowledge,	not	only	develops	a	sophisticated	
know-how,	but	in	addition	patiently	builds	his	own	instrument	(his	body!)	which	will	gift	
him	with	musical	expression.	

	 Making	our	own	instrument	

	 In	 relation	 to	 an	 interview	 technique,	 the	 interviewer	 does	 not	 maintain	 a	
relationship	of	exteriority:	he	is	(he	becomes)	himself	the	instrument.	One	of	the	main	
consequences	is	that	any	training	for	an	interview	technique	will	be	involving,	meaning	
that	the	person	needs	to	discover	her	approach	and	learn	to	self-regulate	in	the	context	
of	 the	 relationship	 in	 order	 to	 know	how	 to	 formulate	 relevant	 relaunches.	 Becoming	
aware	 of	 one's	 attitudes	 is	 not	without	 consequences	 upon	 personal	 and	 professional	
identity,	the	values	and	the	goals	that	underlie	the	professional	choices.	Integrating	other	
skills	than	those	related	to	the	discipline	taught,	without	therefore	becoming	“a	therapist”,	
does	not	go	without	shaking	our	vision	of	the	world.	

	 The	 purpose	 of	 this	 paragraph	 is	 not	 to	 discourage	 you	 from	 training	 for	 an	
interview	technique.	Rather,	it	intends	to	draw	your	attention	to	the	fact	that	further	than	
a	learning	that	may	seem	very	punctual,	the	potential	implications	are	important,	both	for	
the	persons	as	 for	the	type	of	actions	they	are	 led	to	develop	from	there.	On	the	other	
hand,	learning	is	really	essential	to	get	to	practice	an	interview	technique.		
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Outline	of	a	micro-genesis	of	the	acquisition	of	competence	

	 We	 have	 trained	 professionals	 to	 the	 use	 of	 explicitation	 tools,	 for	 example	
instructors,	 facilitators,	 teachers	 of	 the	 National	 Education,	 trainers	 AFPA64,	 ANPE65,	
EDF 66 ,	 trainers	 of	 trainers,	 psychologists,	 ergonomists,	 educators,	 consultants,	
counsellors,	training	managers,	etc.	So,	we	have	noticed	the	existence	of	a	micro-genesis	
of	the	competence	to	carry	out	the	explicitation	questioning.	A	few	characteristic	steps	
can	identify	this.	

	 Undoubtedly	 the	 first	 is	 the	 fact	of	allowing	one-self	 to	 try	 it	with	 the	students,	
those	 already	 trained,	 the	 professionals	 with	 whom	 one	 normally	 has	 to	 do	 in	 one’s	
activity.	The	question	that	seems	decisive	is	the	need	for	information	that	the	explicitation	
of	the	lived	experience	can	bring.	If	we	really	need	this	information	and	if	with	what	we	
knew	to	do,	so	far,	we	could	not	get	this	information	or	only	with	difficulties,	then	this	first	
step	is	initiated	immediately	under	the	pressure	of	the	need.	If	this	need	is	not	present,	it	
means	 that	 in	order	 to	 implement	 the	explicitation	questioning,	 the	professional	must	
necessarily	 set	 new	 goals,	 redefining	 a	 practice	 that	 integrates	 the	 new	 information	
collected	that	he	has	so	far	neglected.	This	scenario	presupposes	a	change	in	his	practices	
and,	 consequently,	 a	 change	 of	 his	 values	 and	 criteria,	 and	will	 raise	 the	 challenge	 of	
redefinition	 of	 his	 professional	 identity.	 If	 this	 dynamic	 of	 change	 does	 not	 occur,	 the	
training	for	techniques	to	aid	the	explicitation	is	likely	to	remain	a	training	gadget,	locked	
in	"the	drawer	of	the	contributions	of	forgotten	training	courses".	

	 In	this	first	phase,	we	must	not	confuse	those	who	do	not	use	these	techniques	and	
those	who	are	convinced	that	they	do	not	use	them,	but	who,	during	a	rather	elaborate	
interview,	show	"that	they	do	not	use	them,	but	do	not	ask	“why”,	or	are	careful	to	ask	the	
interviewee	to	specify,	or	who	identify	the	position	of	speech	...	".	Often,	the	feedback	from	
the	 second	 part	 of	 the	 explicitation	 interview-training	 course,	 after	 eight	weeks	 of	 in	
between	 training	 modules,	 begins	 with	 comments	 on	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 trainees	 did	
nothing.	The	explication	of	 this	“nothing"	 leads	of	course	to	highlight	 the	pre-reflected	
conducts	that	have	been	uncovered	and	confirms,	by	this	very	fact,	the	correctness	of	the	
theorization	 on	 the	 pre-reflected	 consciousness!	 Often,	 the	 conscious	 appreciation	 of	
what	has	been	done	is	based	on	a	very	demanding	criterion	that	is	not	fulfilled	and	then	
devalues	 the	 more	 modest	 trials	 that	 have	 taken	 place.	 Sometimes	 symptoms	 of	
perfectionism	can	be	observed:	some	wait	to	know	the	tools	perfectly	before	using	these	
tools...		The	appropriating	of	a	new	know-how	cannot	avoid	a	phase	of	an	awkward	use	
that	leads	inevitably	towards	a	greater	skill.	

	 Suppose	 the	need	 to	use	 it	 is	 present,	 a	 second	phase	 appears	 to	be	 very	 close	
to	 the	 first.	 It	 deals	 with	 the	 authorization	 we	 give	 ourselves	 to	 use	 or	 not	 to	 use	
some	 more	 unusual	 techniques:	 like	 daring	 to	 use	 Ericksonian	 relaunches,	
or	 implementing	 a	 firm	 guidance	 towards	 the	 evocation	 or	 towards	 the	 specification	
of	the	reference	task.	

	 Using	 the	 Ericksonian	 relaunches	 reveals	 that	 they	 work	 well,	 they	
provoke	 neither	 laughter	 nor	 riot,	 but	 they	 foster	 the	 subjective	 continuity	 of	 the	
questioning	 and	 help	 the	 verbalization	 process.	 Enhanced	 guidance,	 when	 required,	
                                                
64 Association for Adult Vocational Training 
65 National Employment Agency 
66 French Electricity 
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reveals	 that	 the	 interviewee	 has	 more	 facilities	 to	 experience	 his/her	 own	
thinking	and	how	much	he/she	appreciates	this	help	...	So	why	not	try?	

The	third	phase	is	characterized	by	a	beginning	of	the	mastery	of	the	techniques.	But	this	
focusing	on	techniques	is	temporarily	accompanied	by	typical	hiccups	where	the	goal	is	
lost:	"By	the	way,	what	am	I	trying	to	find	out?"	Or	else,	we	become	aware	of	how	difficult	
it	is	to	pay	attention	to	the	techniques	and	at	the	same	time	to	the	content	of	what	the	
interviewee	 said:	 "By	 the	 way,	 what	 is	 he	 talking	 about?	 "	 It's	 a	
transition	phase	quite	typical	of	the	coordination	of	“content	/	means	/goals”	problems,	
in	 which	 one	 of	 the	 terms	 is	 forgotten	 or	 the	 articulation	 of	 which	
exceeds	the	working	memory	in	that	moment.	

	 The	 fourth	phase	shows	a	good	subordination	of	 techniques	to	 the	goals,	which	
clearly	are	priorities.	At	this	stage,	we	become	aware	of	the	need	to	rework	the	techniques	
more	thoroughly	or	to	decide	to	use	some	that	seemed	more	difficult	or	artificial	at	first.	
From	this	step,	we	really	need	to	do	some	practice	analysis	to	be	able	to	become	aware	
more	accurately	of	 the	difficulties	encountered	and	the	resources	needed	to	overcome	
them.	 This	 is	 a	 decisive	 step	 that	 requires	 the	 practice	 of	
reflexive	feedback	to	be	productive	and	to	help	build	a	true	professional	competence.	

	 If	 there	 is	 a	 further	phase,	 it	 could	be	 the	beginning	of	 the	expertise	 that	 could	
	be	defined	by	the	fact	that	we	forget	the	questioning	techniques	or	the	goals	other	than	
those	 of	 the	 professional	 mission.	 We	 simply	 no	 longer	 know	 how	 to	 do	 differently	
and	we	are	forgetting	that	we	do	something	special.	Does	the	mechanic	who	reaches	for	a	
key	have	the	impression	of	doing	something	special?	No,	he	simply	does	mechanics.	Is	a	
facilitator	doing	something	special	when	he	asks	an	 interviewee	 in	a	practice	analysis:	
"How	did	you	get	started?"?	No,	he	is	simply	conducting	a	practice	analysis.	

Training	for	the	explicitation	interview?	

	 It	 quickly	 appeared	 to	 me	 that	 if	 I	 wanted	 to	 transmit	 my	 ideas	 to	
others	(ergonomists,	teachers,	trainers,	educators,	psychologists,	consultants,	etc.),	I	had	
to	 train	 these	professionals	myself,	because	 it	 is	hard	 to	 transmit	a	know-how	only	 in	
writing.	 Therefore,	 as	 soon	 as	1987,	 in	 the	 framework	of	 the	 summer	university	 of	G.	
Nunziatti	 in	 Marseilles,	 I	 created	 a	 training	 workshop	 which	 developed	 a	 stable	
pedagogical	form	in	1989,	for	the	first	workshop	carried	out	on	demand	of	the	AFPA67.	
Since	 then,	 this	 training	 has	 become	 more	 widely	 available	 through	 the	 training	 of	
certified	 trainers.	 In	 1993,	 for	 example,	 more	 than	 thirty	 courses	 were	 held,	
And	 now	 more	 than	 a	 dozen	 trainers	 conduct	 training	 workshops	 in	 France	 and	 in	
the	entire	French-speaking	community.	

  

                                                
67 See note 2 
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An	autonomous	five-day	training	workshop		

	 The	current	formula	is	usually	of	five	days	for	initial	training.	In	many	institutional	
cases,	a	practice	analysis	and	feedback	group	complements	this	first	sequence,	in	order	to	
accompany	the	trainees	to	a	good	level	of	professional	competence.	

	 Above	 all,	 this	 stage	 is	 experiential;	 each	 trainee	 is	 involved	 in	 all	 the	
exercises	 as	 interviewer,	 interviewee	 and	 sometimes	 observer.	 Pedagogy	
is	 based	 on	 a	 series	 of	 exercises,	 discussed	 during	 feedback	 sessions.	 After	
each	 exercise,	 interviewers	 can	 explain	 what	 they	 have	 done,	 their	 difficulties	 and	
successes;	 while	 the	 interviewees	 are	 helped	 to	 become	 aware	 of		
their	own	internal	criteria:	how	do	they	know	they	were	in	evocation?	Do	they	make	a	
difference	 between	 times	 they	 have	 been	 skilfully	 or	 less	 skilfully	 guided?	 This	 is	 a	
workshop	 in	 which	 one	 is	 doubly	 trained,	 -	 as	 an	 interviewer	 -	 to	 appropriate	 the	
techniques	 -	 and	 also	 as	 an	 interviewee	 -	 to	 experience	 evocative	 access	 to	 one’s	
experience,	to	feel	the	effects	of	relaunches	and	inner	questions,	to	find	comfort	in	being	
accompanied	by	soft	guidance,	based	on	consent	and	which	is	at	the	same	time	a	precise	
guidance	in	terms	of	the	fineness	of	the	descriptive	verbalization.	The	main	idea	is	that	
everyone	is	to	be	put	in	a	position	to	be	able	to	clearly	build	their	own	experience,	so	they	
can	guide	others.	At	the	same	time,	each	of	these	feedbacks	is	for	the	workshop	leader	the	
opportunity	to	use	and	demonstrate	the	techniques	of	help	to	the	explicitation,	so	that	the	
course	 be	 “self-consistent”	 and	 uses	 the	 techniques	 taught	well	 in	 a	 context	 in	which	
where	they	are	supposed	to	be	relevant!	

	 In	 five	 days,	 the	 course	 progresses	 from	 to	 the	 identification	 of	 the	 position	 of	
speech	and	the	induction	of	evocation	towards	the	competence	of	providing	guidance	that	
mobilizes	 all	 the	 range	 of	 possible	 techniques.	 Thus,	 it	 gradually	 introduces	 the	
identification	of	the	areas	of	verbalization,	of	the	different	facets	of	the	action	and	their	
specific	ways	of	questioning,	to	move	on	to	a	decisive	exercise	on	the	granularity	of	the	
description.	 It	 concludes	 with	 summarising	 exercises	 in	 the	 presence	 of	 observers	
comprising	the	implementation	of	a	task	involving	a	very	detailed	questioning,	followed	
by	a	discussion	on	how	the	person	did	perform	the	task.	

	 This	brief	description	is	not	a	substitute	to	effective	experiential	participation.	At	
the	end	of	this	training	cycle,	the	trainee	is	in	principle	ready	to	start	learning	by	himself,	
through	his	professional	and	personal	experiences.	As	in	the	acquisition	of	every	know-
how,	this	course	is	insufficient	to	build	an	expert	competence,	since	this	competence	will	
be	the	result	of	the	integration	of	an	accumulation	of	innumerable	different	experiences.	
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11	
A	research	program	

	
n	 this	 book	 about	 the	 explicitation	 interview,	 I	 have	 chosen	 to	 focus	 on	 its	
implementation	mainly	in	in	an	educational	context,	and	also	as	a	response	to	
challenges	 experienced	 in	 professional	 practice.	 I	 did	 not	 intend	 to	 present	 a		

systematic	theory.	In	my	book	“Explicitation	et	phénoménologie”	of	2012,	I	have	presented	
this	 theory,	 which	 complements	 the	 present	 book.	 Still	 there	 is	 a	 third	 point	 of	 view	
concerning	all	 the	research	undertaken	with	 this	 tool,	 the	articles,	 theses,	publications	
that	bear	witness	to	the	interest	and	even	necessity	its	use	represents	for	documenting	
the	 first-person	point	of	view.	 I	will	not	 list	all	 these	works	here,	since	we	can	 find	an	
article	by	M.	Maurel68	presenting	them	–	which	is	downloadable	on	the	GREX	web	site,	as	
are	all	related	publications.		

	 I	would	 like	 to	 conclude	 by	 presenting	 three	 themes	which	 open	 up	 important	
developments	and	result	in	new	publications:	that	of	the	"lived	experience"69;	that	of	the	
multiplicity	 of	 "places	 of	 consciousness";	 and	 finally,	 the	meaning	 of	 the	 explicitation	
interview	in	the	current	research	in	cognitive	sciences	and	in	phenomenology.	

	

From	"experience	of	lived	action"	to	lived	experience	

	 One	 of	 the	 foundations	 of	 the	 invention	 of	 explicitation	 interview	 has	 been	
principally	to	enable	the	verbalization	of	the	"experience	of	lived	action",	as	we	have	seen	
at	 length	 from	the	start	of	 this	book.	One	of	 the	main	motivations	was	the	concern	for	
seeking	 information	 not	 about	 the	 opinion	 of	 the	 person	 interviewed,	 nor	 of	 her	
representations,	but	of	what	was	actually	embodied,	which	could	thus	be	the	subject	of	a	
verification.	This	could	be	done	by	the	observable	effects,	by	the	results,	by	the	coherence	
in	 respect	 to	 the	 specific	 constraints	 that	 frame	 all	 actions,	 which	 cannot	 ignore	 the	
material,	 temporal,	 and	 logical	 coherences	defined	by	 the	properties	of	 the	performed	
tasks.	The	main	idea	was	to	study	the	lived	experience	for	factual	information	that	could	
be	verified	and	checked.	

	 But,	moreover,	the	primacy	of	reference	to	an	action	was	historically	linked	to	my	
commitment	 in	 the	 field	 of	work	 psychology,	 to	my	many	 contacts	with	 teachers	 and	
trainers	using	exercises	and	tasks.	

                                                
68 Maryse Maurel « l’entretien d’explicitation, exemples et applications » 80(2009) 1-
17 downloadable on www.grex2.com 
69 « Le dessin du vécu dans les recherches en première personne. Pratique de 
l’autoexplicitation » downloadable on academia.edu, published on 2014 as a 
chapter of the collective book : Depraz, N. « Le point de vue en première, seconde, 
troisième personne » Zeta book 2014. 
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Thus,	I	focused	on	the	experience	of	the	action,	and	at	the	same	time	I	deliberately	put	
other	 aspects	 of	 the	 experience	 aside,	 especially	 emotion.	 For,	 in	 certain	 practices,	
the	professionals	were	tempted	to	go	into	the	field	of	expression	of	emotion,	for	example	
in	 practice	 analysis.	 And	 I	 strongly	 advised	 against	 going	 onto	 this	 ground,	
insofar	as	 the	aid	 for	 the	expression	of	emotions,	 in	particular	negative	ones,	does	not	
produce	as	much	an	elucidation	as	it	does	a	release.	In	doing	so,	we	were	outside	the	area	
of	reflective	pedagogy.	

	 To	 understand	my	 evolution,	 one	must	 take	 into	 account	 the	 great	 differences	
between	 research	 and	 intervention,	 whether	 the	 latter	 are	 pedagogical,	 or	 of	
professional	support.	 In	first-person	research,	 for	a	psycho-phenomenology	project,	all	
the	 facets	 of	 the	 lived	 experience	 can	 be	 the	 object	 of	 research,	 all	 the	 layers	 of	 the	
experience	can	be	relevant,	even	essential	to	understand	the	course	of	an	activity	(could	
we	study	creative	activity	without	taking	into	account	the	emotional	dimension?	Could	
we	 study	 high-level	 performance	 without	 taking	 into	 account	 stress	 management)?	
Whereas	 in	 the	 intervention,	 as	 soon	 as	 one	 touches	 the	 emotion,	 as	 soon	 as	 one	
encourages	the	expression	of	the	emotion,	we	know	that	there	is	a	risk	of	triggering	even	
more	emotion,	and	in	this	case:	am	I	in	a	position	to	make	something	of	it?	Am	I	qualified	
and	prepared	to	manage	the	situation?	Am	I	right	in	my	job,	in	my	position?	

	 The	more	the	explicitation	interview	has	become	used	in	cognitive	sciences	and	
phenomenology	research,	the	more	it	turned	out	that	the	reference	to	action	alone	was	
not	always	the	most	relevant.	On	the	other	hand,	the	idea	of	the	subject	describing	his	
lived	experience	was	a	fundamental.	The	lived	experience	is	a	specified	moment	related	
to	a	person	and	to	one	person	only,	it	always	excludes	the	imaginary,	the	comments,	the	
context,	the	aim	of	a	generic	situation,	but	it	is	open	to	all	aspects	of	the	lived	experience	
that	can	be	described	for	research	purposes.	This	multiplicity	of	concomitant	aspects	in	
the	same	 lived	experience	can	be	called	 "layers	of	 lived	experience".	There	 is	 thus	 the	
cognitive	layer	(acts,	taking	of	information),	the	bodily	layer	(gesture,	posture,	sensation),	
the	emotional	layer	(valence,	emotion,	feeling),	the	egoic	layer	(belief,	identity),	and	even	
more,	according	to	the	theoretical	filters	used.	In	every	research	project,	the	question	will	
arise	as	to	which	layer(s)	are	to	be	documented	in	the	lived	experience	being	studied.	

	 Thus,	without	denying	 the	 importance	of	 the	reference	 to	 the	experience	of	 the	
action,	 and	 to	 take	 into	 account	 the	 research	 goals,	 I	 have	 expanded	 the	 goals	 of	 the	
explicitation	 interview	 to	 the	 description	 of	 lived	 experience,	 which	 opens	 up	 the	
possibility	of	taking	into	account	the	multiplicity	of	layers	of	lived	experience	that	are	at	
work	simultaneously.	

	

The	multiplicity	of	"places	of	consciousness"	

or	the	introducing	the	"dissociated"	

	 For	more	than	sixty	years,	great	psychotherapists	have	been	constantly	innovating,	
inventing	new	techniques	which,	lifted	from	the	original	context	of	their	creation,	reveal	
ways	 of	 exploring	 the	 inner	 world,	 whether	 with	 therapeutic	 intentions	
or	not.	Throughout	my	life,	I	had	the	opportunity	to	practice	and	trained	in	many	of	these	
techniques.	One	of	 them	in	particular	seemed	to	me	to	be	 transposable	 to	an	ordinary	
(non-therapeutic)	 use.	 It	 is	 about	 the	 possibility	 of	 proposing	 to	 the	 subject	 "to	 see	
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oneself",	 to	 divide	 oneself	 into	 a	 spectator	 and	 the	 one	 who	 is	 being	 observed,	 by	
imagining	a	spatial	localization	of	the	spectator	that	fits	the	purpose	assigned	to	him.	Early	
in	the	1950s,	for	example	Fritz	Perls,	the	founder	of	Gestalt	Therapy,	had	the	idea	of	using	
several	chairs	in	his	therapy	sessions.	The	principle	was	to	ask	the	client	to	change	chair	
and	look	from	the	new	position	what	was	happening	to	the	client	sitting	on	the	first	chair.	
This	variation	in	spatial	distancing	has	been	used	extensively	by	NLP	since	the	1970s.	In	
all	cases,	it	involves	making	a	change	of	point	of	view,	to	leave	the	place	where	the	client	
is	with	his	problem,	to	ask	him	to	find	a	new	place	from	which	he	can	see	the	problem	as	
if	 from	 “outside"	 and	 thus	 he	 can	 discover	 new	 information,	 new	 ways.	 In	 fact,	 very	
quickly,	one	realizes	that	it	is	possible	to	imagine	this	move	instead	of	physically	carrying	
it	 out.	 Of	 course,	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 produces	 de-centring	 effect,	 the	 discovery	 of	 new	
resources	already	available	or	created,	is	strange,	insofar	as	this	spatial	displacement	in	
relation	to	oneself	 is	basically	only	a	visual	metaphor	(there	 is	no	object	 in	relation	to	
which	 a	 displacement	 would	 produce	 a	 geometric	 change	 of	 point	 of	 view),	
but	everything	happens	as	if	this	displacement	was	not	metaphorical,	but	effective.	

	 In	 the	 experiential	 work,	 at	 the	 GREX	 summer	 universities,	 we	 quickly	 got		
the	idea	of	exploring	these	changes	of	positions	in	an	attempt	to	overcome	obstacles	to	
explicitation.	We	started	to	question	the	"witness"	(that	part	of	us	who	is	often	present	as	
an	observer	of	ourselves	and	whose	spatial	position	is	often	perceived	as	being	slightly	
back	above	our	shoulder),	which	has	allowed	beautiful	discoveries.	Then	we	got	the	idea	
of	exploring	proposals	for	(dis-)	placing	parts	of	oneself	(which	we	now	call	in	shorthand	
“the	dissociated")	to	any	place	around	a	person,	so	that	this	created	part	could	say	more	
about	 what	 the	 person	 has	 lived.	 We	 have	 witnessed	 much	 astonishment	 when	
discovering	what	this	technique	of	the	setting	up	of	“the	dissociated”	could	bring,	and	the	
exploration	 is	still	going	on.	At	the	same	time,	 these	new	options	 led	to	a	 fundamental	
theoretical	 questioning	 of	 the	 model	 of	 consciousness	 that	 we	 have	 used	 implicitly	
without	challenging	it.	Experiential	and	theoretical	work	is	actively	progressing	on	this	
topic,	as	reflected	in	the	imposing	thematic	folder	available	on	the	GREX	website.		

The	meaning	of	explicitation	for	phenomenology	and	cognitive	sciences	

	 During	 the	 last	 twenty	 years,	 many	 researchers	 in	 the	 field	 of	
cognitive	 sciences,	 but	 also	 in	 philosophy	 working	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 the	
phenomenological	approach	(Natalie	Depraz,	Michel	Bitbol),	or	who	started	off	with	the	
idea	of	a	neurophenomenology	(Francesco	Varela,	Claire	Petitmengin),	were	trained	in	
the	explicitation	interview	and	/or	directed	doctoral	research	that	mobilized	this	method	
of	 data	 collection.	 PhDs	 have	 been	 defended,	 books	 have	 been	 published,	 as	 well	 as	
articles	in	prestigious	scientific	reviews;	presentations	were	made	in	many	international	
congresses.	 In	doing	so,	gradually,	 the	meaning	of	 the	explicitation	 interview	has	been	
modified,	enlarged,	transformed.	From	a	simple	technique	of	collecting	the	verbalization	
of	 the	 lived	 experience,	 it	 has	 become	 the	 unavoidable	 method	 of	 documenting	
subjectivity	in	a	controlled	way,	to	conduct	research	in	first	person.	Consider	the	recent	
book	by	Michel	Bitbol	 (La	conscience	a-t-elle	une	origine?	 Flammarion	2014),	 and	 let’s	
follow	the	argument	that	unfolds	from	chapter	to	chapter	to	establishes	the	conditions	for	
accessing	conscious	experience,	to	see	how	the	author,	in	chapter	13,	states	the	necessity	
of	using	the	explicitation	interview.		

	 The	first	point	that	confirms	the	relevance	of	the	explicitation	interview	is	the	one	
of	the	principal	criterion	attesting	the	reflective	consciousness:	the	verbalization	of	the	
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lived	experience.	But	it	is	not	enough	to	be	asking	without	more	to	the	subject	to	verbalize!	
There	 is	 an	 important	 scientific	 literature,	 for	 example	 on	 implicit	 knowledge,	 which	
easily	concludes	to	the	lack	of	consciousness	because	the	subject	did	not	answer	precisely.	
But	we	now	know	that	the	intimate	act	of	referring	to	our	own	experience	is	not	an	innate	
expertise,	and	it	has	not	been	learnt,	we	now	know	that	the	subject	goes	much	further	in	
his	 verbal	 testimony	 when	 he	 is	 helped,	 accompanied,	 guided	 in	 the	 exploration	 and	
expression	of	his	lived	experience	(see	the	very	fine	recent	example	of	an	experiment	that	
calls	 into	 question	 the	 limits	 of	 introspection70).	 Yet	 precisely,	 as	 the	 authors	 of	 the	
experience	carried	out	do,	the	explicitation	interview	has	endeavoured	to	systematize	the	
processes,	questions,	relaunches	to	help	the	subject	to	relate	to	the	detail	of	his	experience	
and	to	put	it	into	words.	It	is	a	new	and	powerful	idea,	which	results	from	the	experiential	
exploration	(not	just	speculative),	the	idea	that	the	relation	to	our	own	experience	and	
even	more	 so,	 its	 verbalization	must	be	 learned,	 and	 that	 the	 corresponding	 skills	 are	
available,	 but	 most	 often	 atrophied	 and	 they	 either	 have	 to	 be	 developed	 or	 be	
compensated	by	an	expert	accompaniment.	

	 However,	 we	 must	 not	 naively	 confuse	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 subject	 is	 expressing	
himself	and	the	fact	of	describing.	The	verbal	expression	does	not	necessarily	highlight	
the	relevant	experience.	The	whole	technique	of	the	explicitation	interview	is	constructed	
to	 distinguish	 domains	 of	 verbalization,	 to	 discriminate	 between	 a	 description,	 an	
explanation,	a	comment,	a	judgment,	in	order	to	bring	the	person	to	description.	For	we	
can	be	informed	only,	if	the	subject	describes	to	us	what	he	is	living.	Describe,	not	explain.	
Because	if	he	tried	to	explain	to	us	what	he	had	been	living,	it	would	be	as	if	he	was	doing	
research	in	the	place	of	the	researcher	and	he	would	deliver	us	a	speech	reflecting	his	
naive	theories.	

	 Another	important	point	concerns	the	necessity	to	work	a	posteriori	and	therefore	
on	the	memory	of	the	lived	experience.	For	one	can	certainly	practice	and	cultivate	the	
presence	to	the	moment,	as	in	meditation	for	example.	But	meditation	is	a	contemplative	
activity,	 at	 best	 it	 discovers	 what	 hinders	 this	 activity,	
but	 its	 goal	 is	 not	 to	 take	 problem	 solving	 as	 an	 object	 of	 attention,	
or	 any	 cognitive	 activity.	 In	 addition,	 verbalizing	 while	 acting	 (the	 famous	 "thinking	
aloud"),	may	change	the	course	of	the	process	and	also	to	verbalize	is	problematic	since	
to	describe	a	 lived	experience	 requires	much	more	 time	 than	 to	 live	 it.	 In	one	way	or	
another,	the	only	solution	to	get	a	detailed	verbal	account	is	to	have	an	afterwards	access,	
hence	an	access	based	on	the	recall	of	the	experience.	This	is	precisely	what	I	developed	
with	the	explicitation	interview	and	the	induced	use	of	the	special	act	of	recall	of	the	lived	
experience,	which	is	evocation.	The	explicitation	of	the	explicitation	enabled	us	to	clarify	
the	type	of	recall	that	allows	the	access	to	one’s	past	experience,	in	detail.	

	 Finally,	to	describe	the	lived	experience	is	entering	into	the	temporal	structure	of	
its	own,	which	is	articulated	by	the	duration	of	the	sequence	of	cognitive	acts,	of	the	taking	
of	information,	of	the	changes	of	internal	state	and	all	this	requires	a	listening,	a	locating,	
a	 guiding	 of	 the	 description	 through	 fragmentation.	 And	 precisely	 this	 whole	
account	 of	 the	 temporality	 of	 the	 lived	 experiences	 has	 structured	 the	 setting	 up	 of	

                                                
70 See Vermersch P. « Au delà des limites de l’introspection descriptive : 
l’inconscient organisationnel et les lois d’association » revue Expliciter, 2017, 114, 1-
17. 
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listening	to	the	implicit,	of	the	wording	of	the	relaunches	to	gain	access	to	the	detail	of	the	
unfolding	of	each	stage	of	the	experience,	in	the	design	of	the	explicitation	interview.	

	 It	turns	out	that	the	answers	and	the	consideration	of	all	these	requirements	have	
been	technically	elaborated	in	the	explicitation	interview	for	twenty	years.	Therefore,	we	
see	 a	 real	 transformation	 of	 the	 meaning	 of	 this	 technique,	 initially	 a	 simple	
tool	 for	 questioning	 the	 lived	 action.	 It	 has	 become	 the	 preferred	 tool	 for	 accessing		
the	first-person	point	of	view	for	all	the	disciplines	that	support	it:	neuro-phenomenology,	
experiential	phenomenology,	psycho-phenomenology.	

	 In	 the	 end,	 I	 am	 very	 proud	 to	 have	 produced	 a	 tool	 that	 is	 particularly	 well	
articulated,	both	with	the	needs	of	the	practitioners	of	relation	and	with	the	requirements	
of	 the	 scientific	 research	 in	 first	 person.	 I	 consider	 it	 as	 a	 sign	 of	 the	meaning	 of	my	
approach.	I	have	always	reproached	the	experimental	psychology	of	cognition	for	having	
produced	results	that	did	not	interest	practitioners.	Let	us	recall,	in	the	early	1970s	(in	
the	post-68	dynamic),	all	teachers	who	attended	courses	at	the	University	of	Vincennes	
on	 "learning	 processes",	 "memory",	 "and	 mental	 images"	 and	 who	 have	 only	 found	
knowledge	useless	to	their	practice!	Yet,	intrinsic	to	research	that	adopt	a	first	person-
point	of	view	is	to	be	immediately	on	the	same	level	with	the	needs	of	practitioners.	
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Glossary of Explicitation 
 

he vocabulary of explicitation originates in many theoretical fields: 
one of the most apparent is Piaget’s theory of awareness, 
which I do not end up discovering the richness and fecundity. In a probably 

more concealed way, industrial psychology contributed concepts for task analysis or 
sequential description of the course of action. Many therapeutic practices have 
suggested some part of vocabulary. Same, as well, as communication approaches, 
more precisely NLP, (neuro-linguistic programming) and Ericksonian hypnosis. The 
most recent layer stems from my encounter with phenomenological philosophy, 
mainly Husserlian. 
 This glossary gives the reader a definition of concepts related to explicitation 
which are in this book. 

ACTION 
• The primacy of referring to action; explicitation interview is totally focused 

on verbalization of action actually accomplished, actually experienced 
during a singular occurrence by the person who is speaking about it. This leads 
this person to center on her lived experience, from her own point of view, i.e. a 
first or second person position. 

 
Many arguments motivate the primacy of action: 

a – From a constructivist perspective (Piaget), the subject develops himself thought 
interaction with the world, functioning with regulatory loop assimilation-
accommodation. Therefore, action is essential to the subject and there really is an 
interaction. In order to understand what the subject knows how to do – his 
representation of the world – it is necessary to know what he is doing. 
b – In order to understand the result achieved by the subject (whether related to his 
difficulties, mistakes or expertise) – thus the unfolding of his action – a knowledge of 
steps taken is of great assistance. 
c – When one wants to understand what a subject, a professional or a trainee really 
does, it is necessary to get information on the reality of actual action as it can be 
grasped by observation, by gathering of traces or verbalization. 
d – Action enables one to know action but also enables to infer, with certainty, 
functional aspects of cognition: theoretical or statutory knowledge actually used in 
action (not action of talking about it but action that requires mobilization of this 
knowledge for accurate accomplishment of task). To infer also to goals actually set 
by the professional (distinction between declared goal and immanent goal in the 
accomplished action) as well as representations, values, beliefs underlying action. 
Actual action does not lie. It allows to closely grasp functional truth of the subject’s 
competence. 

T	
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• Defining action: on the whole, action means the fact of doing something.  
Difficulty arises from usual meanings historically present for quite a while. 

This overall meaning has not been kept in most books where the word « action » 
is part of title. For example, the mostly spread technic-philosophical meaning refers 
to ethics, practical reasoning, determining the just action or bringing the will into play. 
In other disciplines (economy, sociology), action bears a connotation derived from 
theory underlying decision or political actions. We went from action to how to correctly 
act without even detailing the unfolding of the very action which is considered as a 
given. 

In fact, actual action and how it was really performed have not been of interest to 
many people. Only recently has this aspect been object of research. Work psychology 
and ergonomics are fields that studied it more thoroughly (see Vermersch, 1975; 
Theureau, 1992) and it has been difficult to explain the difference between 
« prescribed action (the one defined by methods office book) and actual action (the 
one determined by observation and interview of the very person accomplishing action). 
In the 70’s, Landa, a Russian author (see Vermersch, 1970, 1971) underlined the fact 
that we were teaching knowledge (e.g. grammar rules) without however teaching 
practical skills that enable one to use this very knowledge (how do one determines 
subject, a necessary prerequisite to inflect verb for agreement). Landa developed 
theory of « algorithms in pedagogy », i.e. a list of steps to follow in order to solve a 
category of problems. However, this determination is made a priori and we are still 
dealing with a prescribed action rather than with actual action. 

Actual action may consist of: 

• Physical activities that are subjected to constraints of laws ruling physical world, 
namely matter transformation, movements in space etc. These activities leave 
traces of accomplishment that are directly observable. 

• Materialized actions that unfold in material world without being as 
directly ruled by it: drawing, writing, reading information, talking. Here again, an 
observer can observe quality of realization. 

• Cognitive activities, totally interiorised, (even if they can be inferred by non-verbal 
signs): thinking, deciding. They are not submitted to physical temporal or logical 
constraints other than self-imposed ones: nothing prevents you from mentally 
passing through a wall or from adding apples and bananas. Nonetheless, there 
are no directly observable traces of performance of this task. 

• One of the fundamental characteristics of action is being an autonomous 
knowledge (Piaget) and thus, opaque to the very person uncovering it: to know 
how to do something, I don’t need to know that I know how to do that very thing. 
In other words, accomplishing an action is not subordinate to conscious reflection. 
The major consequence – exploited by explicitation interview – is that action is 
implicit or more precisely, it is pre-reflected and consequently, descriptive 
verbalization is subordinate to cognitive activity of becoming aware. The latter is 
precisely what reflecting act is all about. Before being an interview technique, 
assistance to explicitation is a technique to assist the practice of reflecting act, 
and consequently seeks to create conditions fostering the way of becoming aware. 
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See: Domains of verbalization, Satellites of action, Decoupling, Fragmentation, 
Triangulation, Observables. 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Landa, L. N., Algorithmes dans l’enseignement, Moscou, Éditions du Progrès, 1966. 
Theureau, J., Le cours d’action: analyse sémiologique, Berne, Peter Lang, 1992. 
Vermersch, P., « Les algorithmes en psychologie et en pédagogie. Définitions et 
intérêts » 
Le Travail humain, 34, 1, 1971, p. 157-176. 
Vermersch, P., « Quelques aspects des comportements algorithmiques », Le Travail 
humain, 35, 1, 1972, p. 117-130. 

ANTE BEGINNING 
When describing a situation or a task, a « beginning » is a rather obvious necessity. 

For example, the moment action takes place at planned location, first stage of a 
product transformation, beginning of an interview, first answer to the problem at hand. 
Such intuition does not necessarily call for denial but when we become aware, we 
can take some distance and consider what was « before that situation began », for 
example making appointment by phone, time dedicated to presenting the work before 
distributing math exercise, etc. Often, what happened before – and seems to belong 
to another time or another space – facilitates understanding, even elucidation of 
difficulties or of excellent performance while doing task. Therefore, thinking to go back 
to description of ante beginning is one of the precious main threads in process of 
explicitation. 

See: Qualitative temporality, Gestalt cycle. 

APPERCEPTION 
Philosophical term opposed to perception, apperception is the cognitive activity 

through which the subject becomes conscious of content of his representations 
(visual, auditory, kinaesthetic images, inner dialogues, mental processes). While 
perception is based on use of sensory organs (ears, eyes, proprioceptive sensors, 
etc.), apperception does not mobilize sensory organs, yet seems to draw from same 
neuronal resources as perception. Thus, studies have shown that perception of an 
image and evocation (thus apperception) of this very image (in form of a mental image) 
activated the same areas of primary visual cortex. 

The term « apperception » highlights difficulties when it comes to using a language 
that conveniently discriminates between actions in relation to physical « reality » and 
the ones in relation to cognitive « reality ». 

 

Apperceptive positions 
 Concept stemming from NLP and comprising two levels: 
• On the whole, it refers to three modalities defining the position of speech: the 

first defines the subject's own perspective. He talks in relation to himself 
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whether he is evoking a past or present situation; the second corresponds to 
taking (in imagination) another person's perspective. This second position can 
be called the "other person's perspective"; the third is a perspective that 
involves more distancing. It overhangs the whole situation and can be called 
the "observer's perspective". Specifically, the concept defines whether or not, 
during evocation, each sensory modality is experienced as originating from 
sensory organs. For example, at the moment I recall and evoke a visual image 
of a past situation, do I see it from the position my eyes have right now or do I 
see it from a glance located elsewhere in space? This type of example can be 
repeated for each sense: does the inner language I use seem to originate from 
my throat or from another point in space? 

 The importance, in practice, of these distinctions were particularly well  highlighted 
in the work of Andreas C. and Andreas T. " Perceptual position"  Anchor Point, 5,2,1991, 
p.1-6 

ASSOCIATED/DISSOCIATED 
See: Apperceptive position, Neuro-linguistic programming. 

 
Becoming aware 
 Concept developed by Piaget in the tradition of Claparède (as early as 1937). 
Unfortunately, the concept was made commonplace and lost the technical meaning conveyed 
by these authors. 
 Becoming aware implies any cognitive activity a subject must undertake in order to 
make the passage from one level of mental activity to another: for example, from level of 
knowledge existing in act (sensory-motor level) to level of representation, or, still, from level 
of represented knowledge to level of formal knowledge. We must emphasize that it does not 
consist of a simple mechanism shedding light on an area left in the dark until now. It rather 
involves a reconstruction, on another level, of knowledge that already exists. 
 Piaget developed many theoretical aspects in relation to awareness. Early on, he 
formulated a law characterizing the process of becoming aware, starting at the periphery (what 
is immediately visible) and going to the centre (towards what justifies the action outcomes). He 
also established different internalization mechanisms (different types of abstraction), and, at 
last, primacy of positive, (visible and manifested information) over negative information 
(complementary ones which must be inferred from difference). 
 Based on many if its features, we can say phenomenological theory premised on a 
remarkable analysis of the core elements of the process of becoming aware. Moreover, Piaget 
was brilliant enough not to tackle the issue of consciousness and rather chose to study it through 
the process of becoming aware. As such, he avoided the controversy with traditional 
philosophy. The more I compare Piaget's theory of awareness to Husserl's reduction theory, the 
more I find similarities between the two, in spite of the difference in motivation and 
presentation. 
You now can see how the concept of becoming aware is essential to understand the principle 
behind the process of explicitation because the interview is based on helping someone become 
aware in order to make space for reflecting act targeting lived experience, an experience still 
pre-reflective and which, consequently, cannot be directly put into words. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Piaget J., The child's construction of Reality, 1938, - psycnet.apa.org 
Piaget J., (1976): The grasp of consciousness. Cambridge MA 
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Piaget J., Success and understanding, 1978, Routledge 

CHANGE 
By opposition to diagnostic. Being a technique to directly help a person’s process of change is 
not the purpose of explicitation interview, as it is the case for neuro-linguistic programming 
(NLP) or cognitive remedial techniques which all propose exercises and protocols intended to 
trigger change. Explicitation interview is content with giving tools for becoming aware of one’s 
own experience of one’s own lived action. Of course, the fact of becoming aware can, alone, 
trigger change in people showing no big obstacles to change. Inasmuch, explicitation can bring 
about change. On the other hand, the fact of practicing reflecting activity –basis for accessing 
one’s past lived experience – enables the person to practice an activity eminently transferable 
to situations where she needs to understand how she carried out task. That is no small 
acquisition. 
 
Concrete memory (or Affective memory, Involuntary memory, ref. Gusdorf, 
1951) 
 Theory addressing a form of recalling based on sensory trigger. The most known 
example is that of "the episode of the madeleine" by Proust. Because this kind of memory only 
happens by chance, research has abandoned it at beginning of the late century. 
 However, this type of recall is extremely efficient, yet it can only be mobilized from a 
logic of immanence. If recall is involuntary, we cannot ask the person to remember (voluntary, 
contrary injunction). Conversely, we can suggest that he does not try to get back anything, and 
that it is not important (forestalling voluntary memory), to just let impressions come back 
whatever they are (by doing this, we are looking for the sensory trigger, we are looking for the 
person's own "madeleine"). This concrete memory is often developed and put into practice by 
Stanislavski's training of actors, known as "Actor's Studio". It is also used by all 
psychotherapists as a mode of intervention for helping their patients access past situations. 
Using this type of memory, based on sensory triggering, is neither therapy nor theatre. It can 
be used to find your keys or your car! 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Gusdorf G., Mémoire et personne, (2 vol.), Paris, PUF, 1951. 
Proust, M., (1929), In Search of Lost Time,  Penguin Classics imprint.1995 
Stanislavsky K., An Actor's Work on a Role.[ Benedetti J. , Routledge, 2009 
 

CONGRUENCE 
Congruent, non-congruent: this notion comes from NLP and is used when verbal 

expression and non-verbal signs (gesture, mimic, expression...) displayed by the 
person are in agreement or, conversely, are discordant. 

For example, when communication contract is formulated, it is important to verify 
whether or not non-verbal expression accompanying the response of interviewee is 
in line with his verbal answer. In the negative, this could mean that despite a positive 
verbal response, the subject has not really consented. In general, one should give 
priority to non-verbal response for the sole reason that it is largely a non-controlled 
expression, thus more spontaneous and more reliable. 

 

Communication contract 
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This term refers to two complementary aspects: 
• In practice, it refers to the fact that communication is only possible when 

anchored in a body of knowledge tacitly shared and a social framework that 
implicitly gives a sense to the fact that two or more people are communicating. 
This first meaning describes habitus – transparent to everyone – that makes 
communication possible. 

• In explicitation interview, communication contract rests on a question asked 
informally. The subject is asked whether or not he personally agrees to be 
questioned, to continue to be questioned, or to go over some content in more 
detail. For example: "If you agree, I suggest that you describe how you achieved 
the filing..." or "If it's all right with you, we could go over, together, the times 
you do that alphabetic filing" etc. 

 This communication contract is both ethical and technical. From an ethical perspective, 
it shows that the interviewee – along with limits he wants to draw – is respected and no 
justifications are needed. In return to this, the interviewer has to actually respect the person if 
he refuses request. The interviewer's deontological responsibility is at stake here. From a 
technical perspective, practice shows that if one does not ask this kind of question, the interview 
often drags on, or blocks.  Of course, a positive verbal answer is not enough to ensure consent 
from the interviewee. His non-verbal response or his paralanguage is decisive because he may 
feel caught in a social contact (teaching contract for example) that does not allow him to say 
"no" explicitly. His eventual refusal will then be expressed through his way of agreeing 
(mimics, doubtful expression or intonation, ambiguous wording).  
 Communication contract is never to be taken for granted and is subject to renewal and 
modification as often as needed, as if every new difficulty brought out the issue of the 
interviewee's personal commitment. 
 The way contract is formulated involves many facets and it is quite interesting to break 
them down in order to understand what is uncovered: 

• Asking agreement question directly allows the interviewer to use the answer 
as permission to start or to continue. This is important for the interviewers 
doubtful about whether or not they should continue. They then get an answer 
from the involved interviewee.  

• Asking question gives the interviewee an opportunity to allow himself to voice 
his opinion on what is going on, or to refuse. This is a time when object of 
communication is the relationship itself, not description of past activity. The 
interviewee then has opportunity to take some distance from what is going on 
inside him. 

• Asking question is like a sign. We are in presence of a good example of a 
question that, by the very fact of being asked, informs the other person. It 
shows the interviewee that the interviewer is conscious that he is asking 
something specific, that he knows it calls for personal involvement as well as 
mental activities that are not often deliberately practiced. There is some sort 
of complicity, of meta-communication regarding solicited inner experience 
and, as such, not observable. 

CONSCIOUSNESS 
 Proposing a definition of consciousness is rather hazardous. I will simply try 
to show how it is very directly involved in explicitation interview techniques. 

Explicitation interview uses two facets of the notion of consciousness: 
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• The first one is the fundamental characteristic of reflexiveness: as unaware of 
itself, consciousness is non-reflected, or, as used in this text, pre-reflected 
(Husserl, Sartre), and as aware of being conscious of something, 
consciousness is then reflected; finally, when reflected by consciousness of 
being reflected, it is an over-reflected consciousness (see Misrahi). Other 
characteristics of reflected consciousness are also important, namely 
intentionality (every consciousness implies consciousness of something (see 
Brentano, Husserl, Sartre) and vigilance (consciousness implies a level of 
wakefulness and attention). Explicitation interview is interested in essential 
transition from a pre-reflected consciousness to a reflected one, what Piaget 
had the genius to call « conscious awareness ». 

• Thus, becoming aware is the second facet, an important one, in reference to 
the model Piaget presents throughout his work. If lived experience of the 
person is partly pre-reflected, then, in order to talk about it, she has to become 
aware of it, which is the goal of explicitation interview. By adopting a more 
refined phenomenological approach, we may detail this transition as a 
reflecting act. 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Brentano F., Descriptive Psychology, transl. Benito Müller, London: Routledge, 1995. 
Husserl E., The idea of phenomenology, trans Alston W., Nakhinikian C. The Hague, 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1964. 
Misrahi R., Lumière, commencement et liberté, Paris, Plon, 1969. 
Misrahi R., La jouissance d’être, Fougères, Encre marine, 1996. 
Sartre J.-P., The Transcendence of the Ego, trans William F. & Kirkpatrick R. New-
York, Noonday Press, 1957. 
Vermersch P., « Conscience directe et conscience réfléchie », Intellectica, 2 (31), 2000, 
269-311. 
 
 
 

Constraints 
 One of the three general aspects relating to description of any action unfolding. Besides 
temporality (succession, gestalt, TOTE, duration) and fragmentation levels, every task is 
submitted to constraints in terms of sequence (a step must be taken before or after another or 
not at all) and simultaneously (for example, many actions must be done at same time, start 
together or finish together). Many types of consistent physical causes can be at the source of 
these constraints: you cannot boil water without filing pan first; you cannot weld before metal 
has reached the right temperature. These physical causes can translate into imposed timeframes: 
to reach right temperature, you need to wait the necessary time; in order to knead dough, you 
must let it rest for a while. In the realm of mental processes, you can also be confronted to 
logical constraints. 
 Knowledge of constraints, achieved by the analysis of the task, allows you, while 
interview is unfolding, to pinpoint a priori required transitions, sequence imposed by task itself 
for its completion and, consequently, detect whether or not description is complete. From a 
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validation standpoint, it will also enable you to verify whether or not the content described is 
compatible with accomplishment of task despite constraints. 

CONTENT 
 
 While describing a mental activity, it is interesting to bring out the distinction 
between  content of this activity (the theme it is related to) and its sensory texture. For 
example, if I make a representation of a word in order to know how to spell it,  content 
of this action is "a word". It could easily be a person, a concept, a number or a piece 
of music.  Activity itself consists in imagining, in evoking. It is not similar to  content 
because I am actually able to "depict to myself" different contents. I can imagine this 
content according different sensory textures. It can take form of a visual image, or a 
linguistic signifier, I can pronounce it inwardly by forming an auditory image (even 
inwardly), I can imagine the action of writing it down so using representation of  
proprioceptive movement. Therefore, the content "word" can be differenciated from 
sensory texture that modulates the act of imagining it. 
 Thus, there are at least three aspects that can be object of a mental description: 
its content, the texture in which it is represented, and the very action of uncovering it. 

 
Declarative 
 Theoretical knowledge, knowledge of rules - textually organized into themes. 
 The opposite of procedural information relating to know-how and which can only exist 
in action without ever having been organized into themes. 
 See: Decoupling 
 
Decoupling 

 THIS TERM STANDS FOR THE FACT THAT TWO ASPECTS, TWO LEVELS, TWO 
SYSTEMS BELONGING TO THE SAME WHOLE ARE INDEPENDENT ALTHOUGH RELATED (SEE H. 
PAGELS, 1990). FOR EXAMPLE, REGARDING THE SYSTEM OF SATELLITE INFORMATION 
REVOLVING AROUND ACTION, THERE IS A DECOUPLING BETWEEN THEORETICAL KNOWLEDGE, 
KNOWLEDGE OF RULES (GENERALLY CALLED DECLARATIVE OR NON-PROCEDURAL 
KNOWLEDGE) AND ACTION APPREHENDED AS PROCEDURAL KNOWLEDGE (HOW-TO 
KNOWLEDGE). THEORETICAL KNOWLEDGE DOES NOT AUTOMATICALLY TRANSLATE INTO 
KNOW-HOW (KNOWING RULES OF GRAMMAR DOES NOT MEAN THAT THE PERSON KNOWS 
WHICH ELEMENTS THESE RULES APPLY TO). CONVERSELY, MASTERING KNOW-HOW DOES 
NOT CONVEY THEORETICAL KNOWLEDGE UNDERLYING OR JUSTIFYING THEORETICAL 
KNOWLEDGE (I MAY KNOW HOW TO FIX A CAR WITHOUT KNOWING ANYTHING ABOUT LAWS OF 
ELECTRICITY OR COMBUSTION). IT IS IMPORTANT TO TAKE INTO ACCOUNT DECLARATIVE-
PROCEDURAL DECOUPLING BECAUSE ONE CAN ONLY INFER WHICH THEORETICAL 
KNOWLEDGE IS INVOLVED (USED WHILE ACCOMPLISHING TASK) FROM ACCOMPLISHMENT OF 
THE VERY ACTION. ON THE OTHER HAND, FORMULATION OF THEORETICAL KNOWLEDGE ONLY 
PROVES THAT THE SUBJECT IS ABLE TO FORMULATE THIS KNOWLEDGE; IT DOES NOT PROVE 
THAT HE IS ABLE TO ACCOMPLISH CORRESPONDING TASKS. 

 BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Pagel H., Les rêves de la raison, Paris InterÉdition, 1990. 
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Description 
 In explicitation, purpose of questioning is to get a description of the sequential unfolding 
of action and of all pertinent satellite information. Technically, it implies avoiding requesting 
explanations (avoid asking why, for example) and rather guide the subject away from his after 
the fact rationalizations and justifications and focus his attention on verbalizing action as he 
experienced it. From the practitioner's perspective, description is the detour that will enable 
him to gather information that will help understand how mistakes were made or will show the 
consistency of an expertise. Often, description helps elucidate answers given by a student or a 
trainee. Consequently, descriptive approach - mediated, it is true, by interpretative frameworks 
that give meaning to information - will generate explanations in the sense of helping to 
understand (not necessarily in the sense of natural sciences) and, therefore, shed light on 
causality. 
 From a research perspective, the fundamental criticism made against any descriptive 
approach is that it is done using natural language (ordinary language) and, as such, implicitly 
encompasses pre-scientific theory conveyed by this very language. Many observations can be 
made about this theoretically destructive criticism. 
 The language used is more or less strict in relation to description - interpretation axis: 
for example, describing an event as having occurred before another already conveys a 
preconception of time as we conceive it in our society. It is rather different to qualify an event 
as having been premeditated because it involves an interpretation of intentions.  It is always 
possible to go over a description afterwards and actually criticize its descriptive value or, at 
least, show what strays away from descriptive pole. The fact of taking note of traces and 
observables - objects of study - will allow one to confront them during verbalization. This way, 
hopefully, we can grasp - as closely as we are actually capable of grasping them - descriptive 
characteristics that have meaning for us. Moreover, the fact of writing down description brings 
into play a launching logic by exploiting confrontation stemming from time interval and inter-
subjective confrontation. Every confirmed researcher has been surprised by strangeness of 
descriptions noted before other descriptions were made or, still, before sharing allowed new 
interpretations to surface, in places where only a strict description could be observed. A 
launching logic is continual re-initiation of a process from a minimal basis that can be 
improved.    
 
Domains of verbalization 
 In the beginning of an explicitation questioning, the subject's answers are various and 
not necessarily related to actual action nor to his experience itself. It is interesting to propose a 
first identification of the main domains included in what he is saying spontaneously. These 
domains are determined by a few main characteristics based on whether or not the subject 
expresses things in relation to his experience. If he relates to his experience, he can do it in the 
past mode, i.e. related to an experience that has already taken place, or he can do it in 
anticipation mode, related to an experience he can imagine. If verbalization is not in relation 
with actual experience, the mode of expression can be conceptual, abstract, imaginary, 
symbolic or disconnected from the biographic dimension (this is the domain of declarative 
knowledge, for example). 
 Explicitation interview favours verbalization of past lived-experience. This experience 
can be made up of different sub-domains: for example, everything that relates to emotion, the 
senses as such, and all that relates to task. 
 These different domains do not constitute a comprehensive theory. Their purpose is to 
help the practitioner find his way through what he hears and choose on what to foster 
verbalization. The satellite information of action constitutes the frame of a more refined 
observation grid. 
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Elucidation 
 Once conditions for questioning process are established i.e. communication contract, 
task or situation specified, position of embodied speech, and once focus is ensured, the aim of 
questioning will be to clarify how action unfolded and eventually, shed light on internal 
consistency that generates mistake or error. This stage is called elucidation.  
 When the interview focuses on a specific exercise or task, elucidation is rather easy. 
Conversely, in regard to practice analysis - which involves much more possibilities - this stage 
is more difficult. Finally, the great difficulty in research interview is to determine which 
information we absolutely look for. Elucidation may then seem like a never-ending process. 
Embodied 
 Term taken from the work of Varela & al (1993). It refers to a point of view that takes 
into account dynamic relationship between the subject and his living experience, and sees 
cognition as related to body, by the dynamic relationship between body and emotional tonality.  
 I named "embodied speech position" the fact that the subject is really in a lively 
relationship with what he is speaking about, at the moment he talks about it. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Varela F., Thompson E., Rosch E., The embodied mind:  Cognitive science and human 
experience, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, USA. 1991. 
 
Epiverbal 
 Information gathered from decoding the way a thing is expressed. For example, notice 
the difference between: I agree and I rather agree. 
See: Non-verbal 
 
Eriksonian language (or Language without content) 
 Milton Erikson (1902-1980) is a renowned American psychotherapist who is at the root 
of new ways of using hypnosis. He developed formulations for guiding the subject's cognitive 
activity, when he is not in a state of mind to verbally answer. Erikson came up with brilliant 
"anaphoric" formulations. 
 Explicitation interview does not use hypnosis and is not hypnosis. However, when the 
subject is evoking past event, it is interesting to be able to guide him through his description 
when we do not yet know content. In order to do so, we can use formulations with a meaning 
specific only to the person they are intended for. For example, I may say: "The thing you are 
thinking about... I don't know anything of what you are thinking about but I am actually naming 
exactly private content of your thoughts, which you are the only one to know". So, it is possible 
to communicate very precisely with someone without knowing the content of his cognitive 
activity. These formulations are very useful to operate relaunches when we don't know the 
targeted content. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Bandler R., Grinder, J., Patterns of the hypnotic techniques of Milton H. Erickson, 
Cupertino,Meta Publications, 1975. 
Erickson M. H., L’hypnose thérapeutique, Paris, ESF éditeur, 1983. 
Rosen, S. My Voice Will Go With You - The Teaching tales of Milton H Erickson 1991  
Malarewicz J. A., Godin J., Milton H. Erickson, Paris, ESF éditeur, 1986. 
 
 
 
Evocation 
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 The fact that mental activity is accompanied by a content represented in an almost 
sensory way. 
 However, all cognitive acts are not necessarily accompanied by evocation. Each 
evocation can be described by its content (what is evoked), by the sensory texture in which this 
content is represented (what are the underlying sensory modalities: visual, auditory, etc.), and 
by the unfolding of the very action of evoking itself. 
 
 
Eye movements 
 Great amplitude in the movement of the eyes - something that could be described as 
staring into space (not looking at something in particular) - different from micro-movements 
(eye twitching) and from glances in a specific direction that convey information about what 
the subject is looking at (gathering the eye movement with an infrared camera). 
 These movements seem to have been studied for the first time by an American 
psychiatrist in the 70's (see Day). He underlined their clinical value as a sign of internalization, 
that is the moment when the subject is more absorbed by his inner world than he is present to 
others. Later on, many studies tried to show that these movements were related to cognitive 
styles, to a bicameral differentiation, etc. Nothing conclusive came out of these studies. NLP 
used this indication in an original way, independently from previous researches (inasmuch as 
we really know the true story about how NLP came together). NLP interpreted the height in 
the eye directions in addition to lateralization (which was the dominant tendency). Hundreds 
of studies, (generally thesis) try to validate NLP' interpretation. On the whole, results are quite 
eloquent but studies are uneven. Even if this interpretation - where a direction is associated to 
a type of sensory modality - seems established, we do not, however, have any neurological 
model to explain why a glance in a specific direction is associated to a specific sensory 
modality and thus, to a specific part of cortex.  What is the relationship between looking in 
upward direction, (visual modality), and occipital cortex (primary visual areas)? 
 Nonetheless, as part of cognitive activities, these external indications (thus observable) 
are precious when it comes to questioning the person because we can then use sensory 
predicates adapted to cognitive activity. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Day M. E., « An eye-movement phenomenon relating to attention, thought and anxiety" 
, Perceptual and Motor Skills, 19, 1964, p. 443-446. 
Day M. E., « An eye-movement indicator of individual differences in the physiological 
organisation of attentional process and anxiety », Journal of Psychology, 66, 1967, 
p. 51-62. 
Day M. E., « An eye-movement indicator of type and level of anxiety: some clinical 
observations », Journal of clinical Psychology, 5, 1967, p. 146-149. 
Dilts R. Grinder J., Bandler R., DeLozier J., Neuro-Linguistic Programming: The study of 
the structure of subjective experience, Capitola, Meta Publications, 1980. 
 
 
Experiencing/Experimenting 
 For many years now, the theme of experience (professional experience, experiential 
training) has become an important object of reflection. Yet, the French language does not 
differentiate between experiencing and experimenting in the sense of conducting an experiment 
in the context of scientific research, using the "experimental method". Such a differentiation 
can be found in English (to experience and to experiment) and in German (erleben and 
experimentieren). Regarding the verb and in absence of expert advice, I chose the French form 
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"expériencer" which has the meaning of the English to experience and make difference 
between living an experience and making a scientific experiment (to experiment). 
Explicit 
 Generally speaking: what is clearly expressed and said (as oppose to implied or 
presupposed or tacit or even, of course, implicit). 
 Explicitation interview takes its name from the fact that it targets something eminently 
implicit because pre-reflective: the experience of one's own action. To be explicit, we would 
have to say: explicitation interview of lived action. 
 
Focus 
 The object of explicitation interview can be the accomplishment of a task with a 
determined timeframe and goal. This is the case when questioning is in relation to 
accomplishing academic exercises, for instance. However, in relation to practice analyses, the 
professional is talking about a very long period of time during which many different things 
occurred. Thus, the issue rises about defining what will be the object of questioning. In other 
words, before initiating elucidation work, it is necessary to focus on the moment, on the issue 
deserving pondering.  Sometimes, the person who is talking will suggest focus point. We can 
use it as long as it is meaningful to her. In absence of such initial proposition, it can prove a 
sound idea to suggest some apparently broad instruction such as: "I propose you to talk about 
a moment which was interesting to you", in hope that this formulation, targeting both conscious 
and unconscious understanding, will trigger access to something important. Practice shows that 
this way of doing things, which seems rather vague, produces results remarkably pertinent for 
the subject. 
 
Fragmentation 
 Description of an action can be made according to different scales. These scales 
correspond to different granularities of units retained to segment the course of action. 
 The first level is made of totality of task considered as complete. It can be divided into 
stages segmented by the change of object, location or time. 
 The second level is the one of stages and is divided into elementary actions.  
 The third level is the one of elementary actions and is divided into elementary 
operations, or, still, micro-operations. 
 The fourth level is not our concern anymore. It corresponds to a fragmentation level that 
does not belong to the domain of direct human observation (for example: cell function). 
 Each level of fragmentation is based on a gestalt, on a totality: for example, a task, a 
stage, or an elementary action. In complex situations, this layering can increase with additional 
levels. Furthermore, each of these totalities is made up of elementary units. From a 
methodological perspective, the important issue is to identify criteria according to which these 
elementary units will be segmented (change of goal, location, time, state, means, support). 
 Explicitation interview targets pertinent degree of fragmentation needed for elucidating 
what constitutes specificity in the way of accomplishing task, whether it is a source of mistake 
or of excellence, or still, when it is motivated simply by the wish to improve.  
 
Gestalt cycle 
 Every action can be viewed as what may be called a gestalt, i.e. a whole, complete, 
organic form. As such, action is apprehended as a qualitative totality. This totality is made up 
of many elements, the most obvious being the fact that every action has a beginning, a series 
of operative steps, and an ending. That being said, it is possible to add an ante beginning, i.e. 
taking into consideration what comes before beginning and is related to it (making an 
appointment by phone as the ante beginning to an interview which seems to begin with greeting 
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and taking a seat in the office).  It is also possible to add what follows end of action, namely 
achieving targeted result: post-ending. For example, once cake is made and cooked, you must 
tidy up kitchen, wash dishes; or after completing a training interview, the educational 
counsellor must still take care of the relationship by accompanying trainee into the elevator or 
walking with him to the parking lot or in the way he talks to his colleagues about what went 
on. 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Dauty, A. Bulletin du GREX, 11, 1995, p 7-11 who drew attention to this point. 
 
Gestures  
 NLP has, in practice, focused attention on the importance of non-verbal communication. 
Yet, strangely, it has not systematized its observation criteria. Conversely, considerable 
development of research targeting gestures and non-verbal dimension has not really taken into 
account the way gestures are signs, going beyond cultural and symbolic stereotypes. However, 
when a subject puts his action into words, we can witness gestures expressing what he is doing 
before explicit verbalization or, even, in its place. 
 These gestures, not conscious to the subject, are a beautiful demonstration of pre-
reflected quality of how action is experienced, precisely because they express what the subject 
is doing, without the subject knowing about it. We have distinguished: 
- mimic gestures that reproduce or sketch out physical gestures effectively made during action. 
- metaphorical gestures that mime mental processes as they are evoked by the subject in quasi-
sensory representation of mental activities (they are metaphors inasmuch as mind’s hand and 
arms are only representations of proprieties of action). 
- criterion gestures in relation to the quasi-sensory symbolization that expresses what makes 
an information "palpable", "clear", "well-ordered" etc. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Vermersch P., « Esquisse d’une typologie des gestes », Bulletin du GREX, novembre 1993, 
p. 4-8 

GOALS 
See: Information satellite of action. 

 
Granularity of the description 
 The grain of a description defines the smallest unit taken into account. An important 
dimension of any descriptive process is to take into account a plurality of levels of description. 
 See: Fragmentation 

 

GREX 
 The Groupe de recherche sur l'explicitation was created in 1988 as a national research 
network, subsidized by the Ministry of Research at the time. At the end of the grant, an 
Association (1901 law) was created regrouping about 30 people. This association organizes 
research seminars, explicitation interview workshops and has its own publications. It organizes 
training sessions leading to certification of workshop leaders and each year, most members 
come together and conduct experiential research within a summer residential seminar in 
Auvergne (France). 
E-mail: p.vermersch@gmail.com - Web Site: www.grex2.com 
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Habitus 
 Term stemming from classical philosophy and Husserlian phenomenology and used by 
Bourdieu. It refers to series of rules, values, ways of thinking and doing that have become 
"natural" and "spontaneous" as a result of internalization of a practice done regularly. We can 
say that all that relates to habitus is pre-reflected. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Bourdieu P., Esquisse d’une théorie de la pratique, Droz, Genève, 1972. 
 
Implicit 
 Implicit is the shadow of explicitation interview: what is it all about? 
. The most widely known approach is that of linguistic implicit related to enunciation, whether 
we are talking about things implied or presupposed (see Kerbrat-Orecchioni) or about the will 
of making things implicit (to create a discourse intentionally implicit). 
In explicitation interview, tracking down implicit linked to enunciation is precious, although 
limited. For example, I can hear what is not being said in an incomplete enunciation like "it's 
much better". Here implicit is the non-formulated point of comparison: "better than what?". 
NLP has developed a way to track down these structures regrouped under the term meta-model, 
but writings of linguists go much further. 
. Implicit linked to referent is another implicit that explicitation interview wants to thoroughly 
exploit. Here, referent is the task accomplished by the subject. If I have done previously an 
analysis of task, I now know required steps, information needed, etc. Therefore, I am able to 
hear, in the subject's discourse, what he is not talking about. Consequently, in this case, I have 
a potential listening grid that allows me to hear what is not formulated, what is missing. 
  However, this potential listening grid can be applied to any possible task inasmuch as 
it is supported by general structure of all actions (qualitative temporality, levels of 
fragmentation, constraints). For example, in reference to structure underlying action 
fragmentation, what is implicit and easy to track down is what belongs to the level of 
description immediately under the level the subject is coming from. The sentence: "I start by 
filing the documents", conveys implicit of a lower level of description: "And when you file 
documents, how do you do it?", "I find sub-families", "And when you find sub-families, where 
is your attention focused?" etc. These ways of dealing with implicit related to the potential 
structure of referent allows the interviewer to conduct an interview about tasks he has no 
mastery of (one must, at least, understand vocabulary and have basic notions). 
 Finally, explicitation interview addresses normal, usual causes behind implicit by 
considering that every experience (actual action being one) is, largely, pre-reflected and 
consequently, is invisible to the one experiencing it. Implicit does not stem only from a lack in 
formulation, it is first linked to the importance of information that could be described. To 
access it, one needs first to become aware of it by means of a reflecting act. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Kerbrat-Orecchioni C., L’implicite, Paris, Colin, 1986. 
 
 
Incorrigibility 
 Argument put forward by American philosopher Rorty (he uses the term infallibility) 
according to which what is expressed regarding one's own experience is necessarily accurate 
(refer also to Searles, 1995, Vermersch, 1996). This argument is accurate in terms of logical 
structure: as far as I am the only one who can access my own subjectivity, I am the only 
competent witness who can describe it and nobody can say: "this is not accurate" because, in 
order to say that, he would have to know my experience as I have lived it, which, by definition, 
is impossible. 
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 This argument seems to dispel, a priori, any hope of validating what the subject is saying 
and, as such, leads to radical scepticism about the possibility of conducting a scientific study 
based on descriptive data expressed in the first or second person. Broadly, the argument could 
be reformulated this way: if a subject is reputed as being infallible regarding his own 
experience, then, what he expresses cannot be object of science because there is no space for 
validation. 
 The infallibility argument seems typical of logically accurate reasoning although false 
in practice (generally, we are talking about all arguments of the type: "anything heavier than 
air cannot fly". Simply stated, the reason being that the foundation for this kind of reasoning 
are incomplete, even badly defined. Even though we are not challenging the fact that the subject 
is the only one who has direct access to his experience - and is the only one able to formulate 
what it consisted of - it still does not mean that everything he says is immediately accurate, 
complete, pertinent, detailed. In practice, it is possible, even necessary, to help the subject make 
a complete and detailed description, to guide him through possible areas of description, of 
which he has the material but has never previously thematised it before. Of course, each of us 
is the only authorized witness of his own experience but nobody ever said that witnessing could 
be done with expertise without any learning or training. Each person is also as spontaneously 
competent as the Sunday artist to describe his inner world and convey forms, perspectives, 
colours, shades of what he wants to paint. If each person were spontaneously an expert, there 
would be no great need for psychotherapeutic help or any form of learning in relation to inner 
work. Thus, being accompanied by an expert is more than necessary. However, the expert must 
not lead the subject in relation content of description but rather guide the focus. To the 
argument of infallibility, explicitation interview could oppose the principle of "perfectibility” 
of verbalization. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Rorty R., « Incorrigibility as a mark of the mental », Journal of Philosophy, LXVII, 29, 
1, 1970, p. 24-54. 
Searle, J., The Rediscovery of the mind (Representation and Mind), 1992, MIT ed. 
Vermersch P., « Problèmes de validation », Expliciter, 14, 1996, p. 1-12. 
 
Index of internal validation 
 Within the framework of internal validation of what is expressed by the subject, it is 
possible to ask him, after his descriptive thematization, to evoke the very moment he made 
description in order to make an evaluation according to his own subjective criteria. 
 I structured this evaluation using a questioning that follows three indexes: 

• Singularity index: was the subject evoking a situation determined thematically, 
temporally, and spatially in a unique way? The answer will be gradual and can 
refer to modes of singularity qualitatively very different.  

• Presentness index: an evaluation of the feeling of re-living, an appreciation of 
the degree of access to present. 

• Fulfilment index: evaluate the number of sensory modalities recalled and re-
lived, visual, auditory (external and internal), body sensations, odours, taste, 
emotional tonality. 

 This subjective evaluation depends on the subject's sole criteria and enables one to 
appreciate the value of verbalized information. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Vermersch P., « Problèmes de validation », Expliciter, 14, 1996, p. 1-12. 
Inducing answers 

151



 
 

	 152	

 One of the main criticisms of cognitive psychology toward any form of questioning is 
that: "the question induces the answer". Consequently, questioning must be avoided and we 
must be content with giving an instruction at the beginning and then gather what is offered. 
Obviously, this prejudice comes from researchers with no training in interviewing techniques. 
 It is important to distinguish between open-ended questions and closed-ended ones. It 
is trivial to say that questions are closed-ended since their very statement is informative. For 
example, if you ask: "Did you use alphabetic filing?" and if the subject has not done this way, 
then you have "whispered" an element of information, you have shown what interested you 
and a positive answer cannot be trusted much. Moreover, whether the subject answers yes or 
no, you still don't know how he carried out task. In the negative, you do not know anything 
and you must come up with another question. In the affirmative, you know very little (at least 
not what the person does when she does it that way) and you are not even sure if she really 
does it.  
 Still, it is much more important to distinguish between questioning targeting content and 
questioning targeting structure. The previous example is about the content of action (in addition 
to being closed-ended). Yet, it is possible to induce nothing in regard to content by asking, for 
instance: "What did you start with?  And then, what did you do?". From the moment the person 
conveys information her own way (expressions, formulation), it is always possible to relaunch 
with Eriksonian formulations. Let us suppose the person said: "I start by filing them 
alphabetically", it is then easy to make a directive guiding targeting precise and detailed 
information without suggesting anything in regard to content: "And when you file 
alphabetically, how do you go about it?", "What do you start with?", "What do you focus your 
attention on at first?". 
 To develop the use of verbalizations when gathering research data, I find fundamental 
to understand that it is possible to be precise, detailed and focused without suggesting anything 
in regard to content. Yet, being able to do this calls for real expertise. This expertise can be 
trained and practiced. Who presently train students in regard to these techniques? 
 
Interpretation 
 Opposed to description. Description always carries an interpretation implicitly 
conveyed by the descriptive language itself. It is possible, however, to tone down the 
interpretative part and resume the description using a launching logic. 
 Furthermore, when doing elucidation work, it is obvious that the search for descriptive 
elements will not occur without interpretation frames that make the description intelligible. 
The greatest difficulty is to be aware of these interpretation frames and not to use them at first. 
 
Intervention 
 Explicitation interview draws some of its inspiration from the psychotherapeutic culture 
of the 70's and the 80's. We are not saying it is a form of psychotherapy but these approaches 
have developed intervention techniques both active and respectful of the person while ensuring 
mediation and guidance. This mix of partial directivity and respect for content expressed is a 
form of interactive work making up a third wave after psychoanalysis (the analytic rule is not 
interventionist much, it is even minimal. Moreover, there are no direct visual contact between 
the two persons involved) and Roger's non-directive movement (where the two persons 
involved face each other). 
 All psychotherapeutic approaches have inspired non-therapeutic mediation techniques, 
pedagogical theories, relationship models in school or organisations. Explicitation interview is 
definitely anchored in interaction perspective and in dynamic relationship models of humanist 
psychotherapies. 
Interview 
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 The term interview is ambiguous because it can relate to either a particular method (non-
directive interview, interview in the Piagetian approach, explicitation interview, etc.) or it 
relates to a particular objective: job interview, counselling interview etc., or still, to a social 
situation carrying a timeframe, in which the social roles are asymmetrically distributed. 
 The explicitation interview bears its name essentially as a reference to a specific method 
for gathering what is verbalized. As such, it can be used in an interview (essentially in the 
context of research interviews) or used as an instrument available at certain moments but not 
at others, for example, practice analysis could not draw from only one technique (in my mind, 
practice analysis is defined first by its goals and not by techniques or by an interpretative 
framework). It also can be used in situations that are not interviews as such: for example in 
class, a teacher can be questioning her pupils according to explicitation interview without 
conducting an interview, (this will last the time of few sentences). 
 
Introspection 
 Accessing knowledge about one's cognitive functioning may be called, in a general way, 
an exercise of introspection. Explicitation guides, organizes this exercise. Explicitation creates 
its uncovering. 
 Since the beginning of the late century, introspection has been greatly criticized. Yet, 
recent articles show that no decisive arguments have been made for abandoning it. All 
criticisms belong to researchers who have not practiced this method and have no direct 
knowledge of it.  All arguments put forward take on the same form, they want to show, a 
priory, impossibility, inefficiency, uselessness, etc. of introspection. However, this type of 
argument cannot be convincing inasmuch as it is impossible to demonstrate, in empirical 
domain (as opposed to domains purely formal), that something cannot exist. Unless conviction 
than "anything heavier than air can't fly" be still of actuality! 
 Works of Binet, of Wurzburg School are methodologically accurate but these pioneers 
still had to use introspection to understand how it worked. This is actually the work done in a 
process of super-reflection, which targets reflecting activity itself as an object of study. It 
enables us to better understand introspection as a cognitive activity that mobilizes reflexivity 
as a characteristic of consciousness. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Vermersch, P., 1998, « L’introspection comme pratique », Expliciter, 22, 1-19. 

KNOWLEDGE IN ACT 
 

In his study addressing awareness, Piaget clearly showed, in the child, a result 
that can be generalized: an action can be successful without understanding what 
created success. Becoming aware – and thus conceptualizing the unfolding of action, 
including means leading to success – is a cognitive process where reality at one level 
(here action itself) is recreated at another level (representation, conceptualization, 
formalization). It cannot be done automatically. Phenomenology gave us a concept 
that refers to the status to this knowledge in act, in qualifying it as “non- reflected” or 
“pre-reflected”, and still, in a more technical way, as “ante-predicative”. An equivalent 
formulation, pertaining to a category of contents, is the term “habitus” used for 
instance by Bourdieu (he also drew his inspiration from phenomenology) to describe 
tacit rules underlying our behaviors. 

 

Lived-experience 
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 The term "experience" refers to comprehensive nature of the subject's relationship to the 
world and to himself as he actually lives it and experiences all aspects of it. This term is the 
most general and neutral when it refers to a moment of a person's life, without prejudgment 
made about her awareness or her particular level of consciousness: deep sleep is a lived 
experience so is as well a moment of reflected consciousness. Therefore, if we want to keep 
connotation of consciousness, lived experience does not need to be experienced. In other and 
complementary words, we can say that living through a situation does not necessarily mean we 
experienced it. 
 
Non-conscious 
 Generic term for all forms of non-consciousness. The term unconscious is too much 
associated to Freudian psychoanalysis and we cannot use it in that sense. So, we have the 
unconscious, which is a form of non-consciousness defined by the hypothesis of censorship. 
Consequently, non-consciousness could be the result of repression. However, preconscious is 
also non-conscious, it relates to what is not present to consciousness at the present moment but 
capable of entering consciousness since it has already been brought to consciousness. 
Conversely, pre-reflected - which is also non-conscious - has never been brought to 
consciousness and must then be object of awareness. On the other hand, there is an organic 
non-conscious of functioning of our cells and it is difficult to imagine how it could be possible 
(even if biofeedback techniques show that we can go beyond usual boundaries of awareness). 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Bowers S. K., Meichenbaum D. (eds), The unconscious reconsidered, New York, Wiley J. 
& Sons, 1984. 
  
Non-directive 
 Clinical approach created by American psychologist C. Rogers. Other domains of 
application such as pedagogy, research, human relationship have been inspired by this 
therapeutic technique. 
 Specifically, it gave rise to systematization of an interviewing technique called  "non-
directive interview". It was used very successfully in clinical research, social psychology and 
sociology. Its great merit was to focus attention on the bases of communication in an interview 
situation: listening attitudes (ref. Porter's systematization), management of moments of silence, 
reformulation techniques, role of empathy, humanist values of authenticity. In my view, all 
interviewing techniques must recognize these fundamental bases. However, even if these 
techniques endure, they are rooted in therapeutic techniques of the 50's. Since then, there has 
been an explosion of new therapeutic techniques based on subtle and very different intervention 
techniques, yet respectful of the person. This multiform invention of capacity for intervention 
and respect opens the way to approaches other than non-directive technique. Yet researchers 
in this field do not seem to be aware of the existence of these new domains and keep on 
repeating experiments that do not challenge anything. It seems they cannot imagine there is 
something new, namely other ways of using language, in other words, ways that allow very 
expert formulation of questions. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Blanchet A. et al., L’entretien dans les sciences sociales, Paris, Dunod, 1985. 
Blanchet A., Dire et faire dire, Paris, A. Colin, 1991. 
Blanchet A., Ghiglione R., Massonnat J.,Trognon A., Les techniques d’enquête en sciences 
sociales, Paris, Bordas, 1987. 
 
Non-verbal 
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 Everything that is not directly included in enunciation: postures, gestures, mimics, 
colour modifications of the skin aspect, glances, intonations (para-verbal). 
See: Gestures, Postural accordance 
 
 Neuro-linguistic Programming (NLP) 
 Neuro-linguistic programming is a generic name for a spectrum of communication 
techniques. These techniques were developed in the 70's in the United States by R. Bandler and 
J. Grinder, then emphasized and diversified in an extraordinary dynamic and creative way by 
R. Dilts, J. Delozier, C. Andreas and T. Andreas, always under the same denomination.  
 In the first published works, NLP was presented as the study of "subjective structure of 
experience". In this sense, it always appeared to me as phenomenology "unconscious" of itself 
although particularly exemplary relatively to descriptive categories developed and justified by 
practical validation. The attention is focused on what corresponds to effective change. At first, 
NLP was built around the analysis of the expertise of great therapists, namely Milton Erikson 
and Virginia Satir. In fact, R. Bandler paid for his education by transcribing, as a term 
employee, audio and video recordings of therapy sessions. Therefore, he had access to what 
these experts were really doing without being able to describe it in their own publications. Here, 
we have a great example of a gap between doing and saying. Added to this, the genius of 
Bandler, an observer and creator from the start and the almost limitless permissiveness 
prevailing on West Coast at the end of the 60's, we are left with this remarkable ensemble of 
practices known today as NLP. 
 This ensemble can be divided into three main layers, very different from each other: 
• An extremely refined development of observation and attention paid to non-

verbal indicators (particularly exploitation of eye direction), para-verbal 
indicators as well as applied analysis of epi-verbal. 

• A remarkable categorization of elements constituting subjective experience: 
apperceptive sensory modalities, sub-modalities, and, mostly, critical sub-
modalities, apperceptive positions, sequential analysis of action using TOTE 
model, different levels of sequential analysis of strategies, etc. Pinpointing the 
description levels related to beliefs, identity, missions (Dilts' logic level grid), etc. 
What is most surprising about this phenomenology of experience is that it 
seems to have been created from nothing, without any historical roots. I 
personally draw hypothesis that they may have found ideas in the work of 
Tichener, an American psychologist. He taught introspection at Cornell 
University at the beginning of the 20th century and postulated that intellectual 
activity was accompanied by sensory images, either directly as a more or less 
representation of content, or indirectly, as something accompanying action in 
progress. In some of his publications, Tichener comes extremely close to the 
submodality lists used in NLP. However, I do not have elements to establish 
this relationship. Moreover, even if I could, it would not take anything away from 
the founders of NLP and would only constitute another argument to salute their 
genius. 

• Finally, the third layer consists of original techniques for assisting change (also 
referred to by change models) inspired greatly by the Palo Alto school. Although 
some of these models are uniquely a concern of therapeutic support, it would 
be extremely judicious to mobilize a few others in professional context of 
training, education or practice analysis. 

 Obviously, explicitation interview has borrowed from NLP what belongs to the first 
layer and encourages professionals to learn how to use it. Regarding the second layer, the use 
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of some of these categories is obvious while the use of others is problematic and more a matter 
of phenomenological research development. The third layer corresponds to support approaches 
to personal change, which can be complementary to explicitation but are not a part of it. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Andreas C., Andreas S., Heart of the mind, Moab, Real people press, 1989. 
Andreas S., Andreas C., Change your mind, Moab, Real people press, 1987. 
Bandler R., Grinder J., Les secrets de la communication, Québec, Le Jour, 1982. 
Bandler R., Mac Donald W., An insider’s guide to sub-modalities, Cupertino, Meta 
Publications, 1988. 
Bandler R., Un cerveau pour changer, Paris, InterÉditions, 1990. 
Dilts R., Changing belief systems with NLP, Cupertino, Meta Publications, 1990. 
Dilts R., Strategies of genius, vol. 2: A. Einstein, Cupertino, Meta Publications, 1994. 
Dilts R .B., Strategies of genius, vol. 1 Aristotle, Sherlock Holmes, Walt Disney, Mozart, 
Cupertino, Meta Publications, 1994. 
Dilts R. B., Strategies of genius III, Freud, Tesla, Vinci, Cupertino, Meta Publications, 
1995. 
Dilts R., Grinder, J., Bandler, R., DeLozier, J., Neuro-Linguistic Programming: The study 
of the structure of subjective experience, Cupertino, Meta Publications, 1980. 
Grinder J., Delozier J., Bandler R., Patterns of the hypnotic techniques of Milton H. Erickson, 
Cupertino, Meta Publications, 1977. 
 
 
Not reflective 
 See:pre-reflective 
 
Observables 
 Everything manifested in a sensory way (as opposed to inferred) and in a public way. 
Observables can be perceived and recorded. They constitute a precious source of information 
and can be triangulated with traces and verbalizations. 
 
 
Para-verbal 
 Parameters related to intonation and to rhythm of verbal expression. We know that the 
tone used to say something can completely change meaning. 
 
Pedagogical dialogue    
 Questioning technique developed in context of "cognitive management" (see La 
Garanderie, 1984). What a sound idea it is to request that teachers know how to question 
children about their mental processes in order to understand how they carry out a given task. 
Technique itself is not detailed much and focuses much more on goals targeted than on the way 
to reach them. Lately, the author has drawn his inspiration from Rogerian techniques. At the 
same time, many cognitive management practitioners have modified their ways of questioning 
after receiving training in NLP, in explicitation interviewing or C. Lecomte's techniques. This 
does not take anything away from the value and importance of la Garanderie's work.   

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
                                                                      
La Garanderie A.de, Le dialogue pédagogique avec l’élève, Paris, Centurion, 1984. 
Lecomte C., Tremblay L., Entrevue d’évaluation en counseling d’emploi, Québec, Institut 
de recherches psychologiques éditeurs, 1987. 
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Perspectives 
 Conceptual framework of psychology used to specify format of gathered data. 
 Unfortunately, adversaries of introspection are the ones who came up with the 
vocabulary, thus some imprecision. 
 We can distinguish: 

• A first-person perspective: referring to one's own subjective experience. 
However, this also refers simultaneously to research practices where subject 
and researcher are the same (the researcher himself is the subject in the 
research). Having no other subjects is unacceptable according methodology 
criteria.  

• A third-person perspective: a very ambiguous notion. Classically, it refers to 
refraining from using or gathering information about subjective, private 
dimension of experience. In a way, it's like ignoring the subject's subjective 
dimension. It would be more accurate to name this a-subjective researcher's 
position. 

• The second-person perspective refers to a methodology for gathering 
subjective data (each subject talks for himself in first-person). The researcher 
gathers a multitude of data by using different tasks and different subjects 
according to his observation plan. In the second-person perspective, it seems 
essential that the researcher be clear about his personal experience in order 
to control the tendency to induce. 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Depraz N., Varela F., Vermersch P., On becoming aware: exploring experience with a 
method, 1997 
 
Phenomenology 
 Philosophical school created by Husserl. Phenomenology is a science of "what appears", 
thus a science of consciousness, of activities of consciousness, of objects targeted by 
consciousness. 
"What appears" should be the most immediate and accessible thing to all, yet it is often 
confused with superficial appearance. In fact, we are not better experts at accessing and 
describing what appears to be our conscious experience than at describing objects surrounding 
us. Looking at a garden does not give you the eye of a gardener. Similarly, when trying to draw 
an object we discover that we do not really see what we are looking at and we draw our 
knowledge rather than what is before us. The same applies to our inner experience. Piaget 
himself underlined this in his work. 
 Phenomenology of actions, inspired by works of Husserl and young Sartre, is a constant 
source of inspiration to grasp cognitive activities that explicitation interview is looking for in 
the subject's description. However, one must not confuse phenomenological philosophy, that 
is not an empirical research of results, and psychophenomenology i.e. an empiric science 
targeting mental activity as grasped subjectively through experience. In addition to 
phenomenology of actions, there are many other types of phenomenology, more existential and 
more concerned by the issue of meaning and which inspired many American (Giorgi, 1985), 
Canadian and Scandinavian phenomenology psychologists. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Giorgi A. (ed), Phenomenology and psychological research, Pittsburgh, Duquesne University 
Press, 1985. 
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Giorgi A., Barton A., Maes C., Duquesne studies in Phenomenological Psychology, vol. IV, 
Pittsburgh, Duquesne University Press, 1983. 
Giorgi A., Knowles R., Smith D. L., Duquesne studies in Phenomenological Psychology, vol. 
III., Pittsburgh, Duquesne University Press, 1979. 
Husserl E., (1913), Idées directrices pour une phénoménologie, Paris, Gallimard, 1950. 
Husserl E Cartesian Meditations, 1960 [1931]. Cairns, D., trans. Dordrecht: Kluwer. 
Sartre J.-P., (1936), The Transcendence of the Ego. 
 
 
Post-ending 
 See: Gestalt-cycle 

POSTURAL ACCORDANCE 
 

NLP drew attention on importance, in communication, of adopting behaviours not 
too different from behaviour of the person with whom we are communicating. It can 
be in terms of posture, gesture, rhythm and tone of voice, respiratory rhythm. In 
practice, it is recommended to discretely reproduce (without mimicking nor 
systematically and strongly copy), one or many of these aspects in order to harmonize 
with the interviewee and facilitate relationship. Conversely, we easily experience 
relational difficulty when disparity of non-verbal dimension of communication is too 
great. 

Synonyms: analogical correspondence, postural synchronization. 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Laborde, G., Influencer avec intégrité, Paris, InterÉditions, 1987. 

PRACTICE ANALYSIS 
Practice analysis is a social situation in which an individual or a group consisting 

of professionals have parity in terms of status (basic training, continued education, 
regulation). They are assisted by a qualified leader who is not involved in the usual 
institutional context of participants (principle of institutional neutrality) and who 
triggers a reflexive and reflecting return on professional events actually experienced. 
From this perspective, techniques to assist explicitation constitute a pertinent means 
for leading these sessions, but are not the only ones. The goals of practice analysis 
are to better hone one’s professional experiences, to understand them and share 
examples of difficulties or solutions. This sharing is aimed at self-regulation in 
professional achieving, at improving oneself, and also in becoming conscious of one’s 
non-conscious limitations that can be a permanent source of difficulty. The ultimate 
goal is thus to acquire and develop one’s own professional identity. Practice analysis 
can also be done in individual sessions. In all cases, a qualified leader who is not 
involved in usual institutional context of participants leads it. These analyses are 
protected by a confidentiality agreement also with respect to the institution ordering 
analysis (if such is the case). These analysis sessions can be led by using a variety of 
means: thematic exercises, free speech, commitments to talk, written word, non-
verbal expression etc. Techniques or theoretical thought are not the issue of practice 
analysis, which genuine point consists in framework and project. 
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Practice analysis is a must for all relation practitioners since a part of competence 
relies on self-know-how of the professional himself. Moreover, these occupations (of 
teachers, trainers, educators, speech therapists, consultants, psychologists etc.) are, 
most often, practicing alone. Therefore, it is very difficult for young professional to 
develop his professional identity without socializing because socialization would allow 
him to bring into the open his difficulties and to know about his peers’ difficulties and 
resources. 

Many terms exist to describe similar practices in specialized professional contexts: 
«supervision» comes from the world of psychotherapy while psychoanalysis gave us 
the term « control »; in industry, one may find the term « debriefing » or « analysis 
session ».  All these terms involve presence of a « supervisor », a « facilitator » or a 
« moderator » who manages the session. This is opposite of sessions of co-vision, 
co-counselling, practice sharing groups in which no leader is appointed and where 
everything hinges on principle of parity. 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Feingold N., « Analyse de pratiques : du formateur débutant à l’expert », in Altet, M., 
Paquay L., Perrenoud P., Formateurs d’enseignants, quelle professionnalisation, De 
Boeck, 2001. 
Le Hir C., « Faisons un rêve et que cela devienne réalité », Expliciter, 2000, 34,1-9. 
 
Preconscious 
 Freudian descriptive concept referring to any knowledge already brought to 
consciousness but not at this very moment (all of our knowledge is not continuously present to 
our consciousness). It does not mean that we need to qualify it as unconscious. This concept is 
not specific to explicitation. I only mention it to show how it differs from the pre-reflected that 
relates to knowledge existing in act, knowledge that has never been brought to consciousness 
and in which the process of explicitation is particularly interested. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
J. Laplanche and J.-B. Pontalis, The language of psycho-analysis; translated by Donald 
Nicholson-Smith London W.W. Norton, 1973 
 
Pre-reflective 
 Concept stemming from Husserl's phenomenological philosophy and also present in 
Sartre's work, generally under the name " thoughtless" (irréfléchi). I relinquished the term 
irréfléchi in French because it also carries the idea of thoughtlessness, absence of reflection, 
recklessness. 
 This concept refers to a mode of consciousness that is ante-predicative (there is no 
language to name the content of experience). It is simple consciousness of the world within 
action and a consciousness that has not yet been reflected. We still need to become conscious 
of it. This mode of consciousness does not belong to reflexive consciousness, which is 
consciousness if itself as well as consciousness of the world. 
 The fact that all experience, thus every action, is necessarily and partly pre-reflected 
justifies the need for explicitation support techniques and highlights the difficulty of putting 
one's own experience into words. Cognitive functioning is basically pre-reflective, i.e. there is 
no intrinsic need to continuously bring reflective consciousness into play, supposing, of course, 
it be possible. 
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BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Sartre J.P.,  The Transcendance of the Ego , (The Literary Encyclopedia: 
https://www.academia.edu 
Private thought 
 Private thought is one of the objects considered from a first-person perspective. On the 
one hand, this perspective does not relate to thought only, it can, for example, also relate to 
emotion. On the other hand, it is private in the sense that the subject alone has access to it, thus 
non-public. It is also private in the sense of intimate, personal. Conversely, the notion of 
privacy is not associated, in this context, to hypothesis of private language developed by 
Wittgenstein and which relates more to the impossibility of a totally idiosyncratic language 
(not at all determined by social dimension). 
 The study of private thought belongs to psycho-phenomenology. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Vermersch P., « Pensée privée et représentation pour l’action », dans Weill A., Rabardel 
P., Dubois D. (ed), Représentation pour l’action, Toulouse, Octarès, 1993, p. 209-232. 
Vermersch P., « Pour une psychophénoménologie », Bulletin du GREX, 13, 1996, p. 1-11. 
 
Procedural 
 The category of procedural refers to everything in relation to "doing" and enables one 
to describe the sequence of the action. It corresponds to the forgotten part in action theories: 
these theories always had a tendency to focus on decision making, on consequences of action 
or on ethics. Therefore, the execution part was left to technicians and ergonomists even though 
it is the concrete dimension of action, the dimension that allows for actual engraving in the 
person's body and cognition. This part is left in the shadows and, consequently, philosophers 
don't even realize its absence in descriptions they use in phenomenology. 
 In explicitation, this category holds centre stage. During listening, it is at centre of 
analysis grid for satellite information around action. This category is in opposition to all that 
refers to declarative knowledge that is, theoretical knowledge, formal regulatory knowledge, in 
short, knowledge that can be only conveyed through books. 
  In practice, procedural category is independent from declarative category in the sense 
that one can master theoretical knowledge without being able to carry out, in practice, 
corresponding activities and, conversely, one can know how to carry out activity without 
mastering theoretical bases accounting for its success. This can also be called causal decoupling 
between declarative and procedural. 
 
Process 
 As opposed to procedure, i.e. what the subject can experience (the succession of mental 
and physical actions as they appear to the subject). Conversely to what cognitive psychology 
attempts to infer from data gathered from problem solving studies: cognitive processes. 
 In this line of thought, it would not be accurate to say that the subject can describe his 
intellectual processes. At best, he can only grasp procedures. If he could, he would be the 
psychologist of his own cognitive functioning. 
 
Protocol 
  
 Written transcription of audio and video recordings of interviews. 
 Transcription are useful in many ways: improving oneself, discover, by reading the 
relaunches in a relaxed state, and also discovering information ignored although actually 
present in what interviewee said. For research purpose, a protocol is essential because it 
constitutes an objective basis from which analyses will be made. Transcription must be done in 
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a thorough way and constantly following and respecting rules. From the start, we must devote 
time to assign a number to each reply (interviewee's formulations) and each relaunch 
(interviewer's formulations). We must precisely transcribe what is said, note moments of 
silence, interruptions as well as describe tones of voice, mimics or gestures that can help 
understand the meaning of the exchange (theatre texts call this stage directions). 
 Experience shows that it is better to have two people doing transcription in order to 
ensure accurate information transcript. 
 
Psycho-phenomenology 
 
 From a research perspective, explicitation interview is only a methodological tool to 
improve verbalization gathering when the target is description of lived-experience, more 
specifically, the lived-experience of action. Explicitation interview cannot, by itself, define a 
complete research methodology. Inasmuch as data gathering is done from a perspective of first 
or second person - that is, focused on what the subject can experience and on how he becomes 
aware - the targeted research objects, in a general way, are a concern of phenomenological 
discipline. It could be simple to stop here but phenomenology is since its foundation, a sub-
discipline of philosophy which was not, first and foremost, to be confused with empiric research 
(in the sense of gathering data for formulating laws) and particularly, not to be confused with 
what seems like her twin sister, namely psychology. 
 Therefore, it is important to specify that the description level corresponds either to a 
philosophical approach, or to a psychological one. Consequently, I will speak of psycho-
phenomenology each time there is risk of confusing with philosophical approach.  
 
 On the other hand, there is already a psychological research movement in the United 
States (Duquesne university, Journal of phenomenological psychology) and in Canada 
(organized around the theme of qualitative research) drawing its inspiration from Husserl's 
philosophy and from other philosophers who also were, more or less, inspired by Husserl. 
However, there seems to be an important difference between work done by these movements 
and research attributed to explicitation. The distinction is in terms of focus. The former focuses 
on study of life experiences (solitude, creators’ experience of chaos, having been a victim, etc.) 
and the latter focuses on analysis of cognitive activities (score memorization, awareness of 
one's way of learning, reflecting activity, intuitive activity, access through evocation, making 
a delicate weld joint, pedagogical decision making, etc.). 
 
 Finally, the newly born discipline of psycho-phenomenology seems to combine 
different results and to offer conceptual framework providing structures to all partial outcomes 
stemming from practical approaches, like NLP of course, but also cognitive management, 
focusing, potential and human resources, approaches that all take into account first-person 
perspective. 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Depraz N., Varela F. & Vermersch P. (eds), On becoming aware A pragmatic of experiencing, 
Amsterdam, Benjamin, 2003. 
Vermersch P., « Problèmes de validation des analyses psychophénoménologiques », 
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Vermersch P., « Pour une psychologie phénoménologique », Psychologie française,1999, 44, 
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Psychotherapy  
 Creation of explicitation interview can largely be credited to my own training as a 
psychotherapist within a research project funded by CNRS (National Centre for Scientific 
Research). 
 In that context, I was introduced to fine distinctions in pragmatic use of language and 
discovered very involving dialogical game in interview situations at large.   Without such 
training - intense in terms of experience and commitment - I would still be in state of relational 
and communicational naivety my academic studies had set the stage for. 
 However, support tools of explicitation have nothing to do with situation or goals of 
psychotherapy! In the same line of thought, using - in research interviews, classroom or training 
sessions - the principles for a non-directive interviewing technique derived from Rogers' 
clinical practice, does not mean adopting the same support relationship practiced by Rogers. 
So, we can draw inspiration from the modes of intervention used in today's therapeutic practices 
without stepping into that field: for example, these practices are respectful of the person and, at 
the same time, propose types of support applied in a directive way. Explicitation interview is 
anchored in these principles: it accompanies very respectfully the person in the process of 
putting experience into words in her own way and it carefully avoids inducing anything in terms 
of content. On the other hand, it strongly guides the person toward a position of embodied 
speech, meaning to really be in relation with herself, to make past situation present, to describe 
her experience rather than to try to explain it, and uses relaunches intended for more refined 
and less implicit description. This mix of non-directivity and guidance is what constitutes the 
specificity of explicitation, as an underlying model of "active intervention” for training 
situations or practice analysis and also, in a more general way, for social practice. 
Qualitative temporalities 
  
 As opposed to quantitative temporalities determined by clocks and calendars. The 
structure of every action can be grasped through three temporal qualitative filters: 
 
- Simple structure of sequence (and after, and then, and just before). 
 
- In terms of a whole (Gestalt), relatively to a five-part cycle: ante-beginning, beginning, 
following elements, ending, post-ending. 
 
- Basic sequencing of each micro-operation: retrieve information for entering, execute, retrieve 
information to end (exit criterion); see TOTE model. 
 
Temporal sub-modalities and temporalization mode 
 
 Structure underlying the unfolding of any activity can be grasped according to other 
descriptive traits, which can be called temporal sub-modalities. For example, opposite traits of 
immediate/progressive, continuous/discontinuous, rhythmic/regular, full/empty, etc.  
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Question 
 Explicitation interview carefully avoids formulating questions leading the person to 
explain her actions, and rather tries to get a description of how action unfolded. Besides echoing 
and reformulating borrowed from non-directive techniques, questions are essentially 
descriptive: how do you know that...? What made you realize that...? What did you start 
with...and then...? What did you do when...? Etc. We must mention the adaptation of techniques 
of "language without content" and the genius work of Milton Erikson in relation to language. 
 Formulation of questions is very important because doing it correctly means being able 
to relaunch actively without inducing the content of answers. Collecting of data verbalizations 
begun at the end of the XIX century by the works of introspection- inspired psychology: Binet 
in France, Tichener in the USA and the Wurzburg School in Germany. Since then, there is a 
methodological debate on the risks of inducing answers when questions are asked, and, 
conversely, the risk of leaving information behind in absence of questions. The answer, 
according to me, rests on technique used to formulate questions. This technique requires much 
practice to achieve minimal expertise and can be largely attributed to the development of 
therapeutic techniques from these last thirty years. Moreover, it is obvious that this expertise is 
only efficient if combined to one's inner knowledge, to awareness of one's own projections and 
of moments one mobilizes one's proper screen knowledge, in other words, taking into account 
counter-transference involved in every relational situation. Studies in cognitive psychology 
often relinquished these questioning techniques because they were afraid to induce answers. 
Time has come for students to undergo training in these new possibilities. 
 
 
Reduction 
 The term reduction conveys two different and almost opposite meanings. Explicitation 
uses the second meaning, stemming from phenomenology. Nevertheless, let's begin with the 
first, most common meaning. 
- The term reduction can be understood in the sense of "deprived of" or "impoverished". This 
is the case in research when complexity of problem solving is "reduced" to the time it took to 
do it or to final outcome only. Dynamic complexity is then reduced to one small indicator, 
which does not really differentiate between ways of solving problem. Another very current 
example consists in thinking that cognitive activity can be reduced to neuronal activity; in other 
words, the level of analysis of reality is reduced to an underlying level. 
- Husserl's phenomenology underlined a positive dimension to reduction. When caught in our 
habitus, things are obvious and transparent. Reduction then consists in suspending this obvious 
and natural relation to familiar things in order to make hidden aspects emerge. Therefore, 
perception, recall, evocation are always called into play and we use them in a pre-reflected way. 
We can suspend these cognitive activities and make them an object of questioning. By doing 
so, we make space for a reflexive reduction, a basic requirement for taking our thoughts as 
activities and making them objects of knowledge. Then attention shifts from content of 
evocation (its theme, for example: I am evoking my computer) - which is what is usually given 
immediately in a familiar and non-questioned way - to the way itself I am evoking, which is the 
very evocation act. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
Vermersch P., « Psychophénoménologie de la réduction », Alter, II, 179 (2003). 
 
Reference experience  
 When practicing reflecting act i.e. the very act mobilized by explicitation interview, the 
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subject is speaking of his reference experience V171. 
 The reference experience can itself be made of other parts: for example, I describe an 
interview I conducted which targeted explicitation of another situation the interviewee 
experienced. I must not confuse questioning in relation to what the interviewee was saying 
about his past situation (his own reference) and the way I conducted interview (my own 
reference experience where the interviewee's experience is only one element in the context). 
But at the moment I describe my reference experience V1, I am experiencing something else, 
V2, which consists in evoking V1 and describing it. The V2 experience is unfolding at another 
moment than V1, and can itself, be object of explicitation in order to study, for instance, the 
way I have proceeded to evoke a past situation. This creates a third experience V3, qualitatively 
different from the two first ones.                                                                                                                                                                        
This can be called the over-reflexive experience from which reflecting activity methodology 
can be developed. 
 
Reflected 
 Activity of consciousness can be described as reflexive but we have to distinguish 
between reflected dimension elated to aspects, which have already been object of awareness, 
and reflecting activity through which we become aware. 

REFLECTING ACT 
 Vocabulary from Piaget’s theory of awareness (1974a, b) deriving 
from the distinction between empirical abstraction (Piaget, 1977) and reflexive 
abstraction. Reflecting act is a mental activity enabling to make transition from a 
lived experience in act to a represented lived experience. It is based on a reflective 
return on a past experience, so as to effect reflection of experience.  
• Make a distinction between reflexive activity and reflecting activity: the first is a 

“reflection on” conceptual material that has been already reflected, which is 
already existing at level of representation, it has been verbalized therefore 
already conceptualized; the latter is a “reflection from” an experience not yet 
reflected.  

In both cases, we can find same retrospective movement, looking back on, the 
subject splits between present time and fact of making present something of the 
past. But on the other case, a receptive attitude is added to reflecting activity, a 
welcoming movement instead of “looking for” of reflected activity. Texts 
addressing reflexive return practices do not mention, yet, this difference between 
reflecting act and reflexive act. This means that techniques as practice analysis, 
supervision, or debriefing make no difference between the two and may be, do not 
provide specific assistance needed for a reflecting return. 
• To uncover reflecting activity allows to let come to awareness of pre-reflected 

information (thus brought to life for conceptualization) and also aspects of the 
subject’s behaviour he really lived but without awareness, so not belonging to 
him. 

 
Autonomous and intentional practice of reflecting activity involves acquiring an 
expertise one can only develop through a learning process and many years of 
practice. 
 

                                                
71 V stands for the French "Vécu de référence" 
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I am specifically speaking of the person practicing alone, (autonomous) and in 
deliberate way (intended). Then she encounters a difficulty, which overcomes itself 
in case of spontaneous uncovering since there is no need to create this reflecting 
activity, it is a part of normal cognitive skill, without which any awareness would 
not be possible. But, in terms of cognitive activity, something else is non-reflected 
spontaneous practice, something else is intended practice. So, a problem arises 
when willing to bring a reflecting act into play when it did not happen spontaneously 
since to do so, this behaviour should become a reflected knowledge before, i.e. an 
action I am aware of as it is (level of metaknowledge, thus knowledge related to 
one’s own cognitive functioning) and in such a way that I can give me goal to 
mobilize it. Yet, this meta-knowledge can only be acquired by… sedimentation 
resulting from practice of reflecting activity, i.e. practicing many months, even many 
years! Moreover, I must know how to deliberately uncover it since this process 
does not obviously derive from knowledge of action. Here we find the classical 
distinction between declarative knowledge which generally expresses in an 
abstract and theoretical way about the nature of a particular thing, and procedural 
knowledge about how to do this particular thing. For example, this activity does 
not necessarily produce immediate results and it has to be maintained – one could 
say in a vacuum – in order to be successful. 
 
Explicitation interview proposes a practice of reflecting activity which is 
accompanied (not autonomous) and guided (the project is bore by a mediator). The 
mediator bears expertise and guides the process of help to explicitation. It entails, 
for example, not asking the interviewee access past by mode of a reflecting act 
such as “explain to me, why, try to remember etc”, but rather assists him in evoking 
past situation, i.e. the mediator guides inner movement that allows to make present 
past lived experience and he accompanies descriptive verbalization based on a 
position of embodied speech. 
 
Reflecting act is at the core of a phenomenological research methodology detailed 
in the book: Depraz N., Varela F., Vermersch P., 2003, On Becoming aware: A 
Pragmatics of Experiencing J. Benjamins Pub. Amsterdam/Philadelphia. 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Piaget J., The Grasp of Consciouness 1977, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul  
Piaget J., Success and Understanding 1978, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul 
Piaget J., Studies in Reflecting Abstraction 2001, UK Psychology Press 

 
Reflection 
 First stage of awareness according to Piaget. In phenomenology language, we could talk 
about intuitive fulfilment. 
Bibliographical References 
Piaget J. et al., Recherches sur l’abstraction réfléchissante, 1/L’abstraction des relations 
logicomathématiques, tome XXXIV des EEG, Paris, PUF, 1977. 
 
Piaget J., Recherches sur l’abstraction réfléchissante 2/L’abstraction de l’ordre des relations 
spatiales, PUF, EEG Tome XXXV des EEG, Paris, PUF, 1977. 
 

165



 
 

	 166	

 
Reflective 
See: reflecting activity 
 
 
 
Satellite information of action 
 A satellite is both distinct and linked to the object around it revolves. If we put at the 
centre procedural dimension of lived action, we will find that many more information are 
closely related, yet distinct: 

• First, the path of action is distinct from its goal as far as it is not the same level 
of description. On the other hand, declarative knowledge (theoretical 
knowledge and knowledge of rules) justifies why procedural is functioning or 
is authorized without, however, being similar nor necessary to the 
accomplishment of task (there is a decoupling between the two). 

• Furthermore, activity is not same as context in which it takes place nor is it 
similar to circumstances. The same way, activity is not known through 
verbalized comments or judgments; it is evaluated, but the way it was carried 
out is not known. 

• The four previous categories do not cover all satellite information. For some 
people, emotional tonality is also a descriptive element linked to the 
accomplishment of the task. 

  The main goal of satellite information listening grid is to quickly pinpoint 
whether or not the subject is really telling us what he did. For example, often, in practice 
analysis, the subject will start with judgments (often negative); it is then important to focus 
verbalization on facts related to what went on. However, this grid can help the interviewer 
become aware of some complementary information he may need. 
 
Segmentation 
 Dividing a protocol into units. For each level of fragmentation in sequential description 
of activity (stages, basic actions, micro-operations), we can distinguish a sequence in relation 
to units. The problem is to explicitly specify from which criteria segmentation takes place: 
change in sub-goals, change of location, tools, object, state? 
 
Sensory modalities 
 When cognitive activity is accompanied by evocation, the evocation may be described 
by its content and its sensory texture. Sensory texture can be depicted in terms of sensory 
channels used by the subject to evoke: visual mental image, auditory image, proprioceptive, 
kinaesthetic, olfactory, gustatory. 
 
Specified situation 
 
The fact that verbalization refers to a past and real situation (which really belongs to the 
subject's biography), and a singular situation. We try, at all cost, to avoid the subject be 
expressing in general (without specifying) or refer to a category of situations rather than 
occurrence of a unique situation (what would living be if we lived "in general"?). 
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Speech position  
When the subject is talking, he relates, in a certain way, to what he is saying. This relationship 
can be more or less close, dynamic, embodied or, conversely, uninvolved. A position of 
embodied is the target of explicitation interview. In order to achieve this, verbal and non-verbal 
indicators are defined to determine the state of speech position. There are also guiding 
techniques that can help subject to express himself that way. 
 
Splitting 
 One of the strongest arguments against being able to access one's own experience is that 
of A. Comte stating: "it is impossible to be at the window and in the street at the same time". 
Introspection (reflecting access) would then be impossible because the subject cannot be in 
two places at once. If it were a matter of physically dividing oneself (a part of my body here, 
another part there), the argument would be acceptable, but as far as I know, my whole physical 
body is always entirely in one place only! However, the experience of listening to someone 
while thinking about what we are going to say later on is within everyone's reach. There is 
some kind of split: I focus my attention on at least two things at the same time (this could also 
be described as a widening of the field of consciousness with many simultaneous focuses; my 
focuses of attention would be twice what they usually are). Yet, at the same time, this pseudo 
scission originates from the same sole person. Real symptoms of splitting (cleavage, 
dissociation) would be by a lack of awareness of this state rather than by an increased openness 
of consciousness. 
 
Sub-modalities 
 Description of sensory texture of thought, accompanied by evocation, can be made from 
two interwoven levels. The first consists of sensory modalities (visual, auditory etc.); the second 
decomposes each of these modalities into elementary pairs. For example, a visual image can be 
described in terms of opposition: near/far, clear/blurred, shiny/mat, coloured/not coloured, 
small/big, static/moving, etc. 
 The interest of this categorization is the possibility to pinpoint one or two modalities 
playing a critical role in such a way that if we ask the subject to modify them in thought, it 
changes whole subjective experience. This is the genius of NLP, namely having highlighted 
functional role of this level of categorization of subjective experience. 
Bibliographical Reference 
Bandler R., Mac Donald W., An insider’s guide to sub-modalities, Cupertino, Meta 
Publications, 1988. 
 
Bandler R., Using Your Brain for a Change, 1985 (ISBN 0-911226-27-3) 
 
Time Line 
 Concept stemming from NLP. It refers to the way each person organizes her own 
representation of time, in reference to her own body space. Establishing time line is not done 
in a verbal mode. This can be verbalized by asking the person where, in space, she would put 
near past, far past, present, tomorrow, far future etc. Practice shows that this kind of spatial 
distribution is unique to each person, even if we can find dominant structures for organizing 
past and future along a left/right axis or a back/front axis. 
 This information about an important aspect of subjective structure of experience is 
extremely precious when it comes to helping someone to change. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCE 
James T., Woodsmall W., Time line therapy, the basis of personality, Cupertino, Meta 
Publications, 1988. 
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TOTE model 
 TOTE stands for Trigger, Operate, Test, and Exit. This model for elementary cycle of 
every micro-action has been developed by Miller, Galanter and Pribram in a famous book on 
cognitive psychology published in 1966: Plans and the structure of behaviour. Since then, one 
of the developers of NLP, R. Dilts, used this model to analyse relationship means/goal. When 
practicing explicitation interview, we use this elementary model as a simplified description grid 
for retrieving information about executing a micro-operation. As a matter of fact, the thing most 
easily verbalized is execution as such. What remains implicit is the initial information gathering 
leading to choosing this particular operation (how did you know, or what told you...) as well as 
information on which is based exit criterion (how did you know that you knew? what told you 
this moment was over? TOTE model puts emphasis on the essential functional relationship 
between retrieving information and task execution. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Miller G. A., Galanter E. et Pribram K., Plans and the structure of behavior, New York, 
Holt, Rinehart and Wilson, 1960. 
 
Dilts R., Grinder J., Bandler R., DeLozier J., Neuro-Linguistinc Programming: The study 
of the structure of subjective experience, Cupertino, Meta Publications, 1980 
 
 
 
Traces 
 Every activity, other than uniquely cognitive ones, generates a final product and 
intermediary results recorded as drafts or physical transformations. When one does not 
verbalize, we can infer through traces what is not observable or no longer observable. The best 
way to understand this is through reading the adventures of Sherlock Holmes, an eminent 
specialist in interpreting and analysing all sorts of traces. For research purposes or to facilitate 
making a diagnostic, it is interesting to modify tasks we intend to use in a way such that they 
generate – without any additional instructions – an abundance of traces. 
 
Transcription 
 Writing down content of an audio or video recording. 
 
 
Triangulation 
 
 Establishing a relationship between different data pertaining to same behaviour. For 
example, in the study "À la recherche de la solution perdue" (Looking for the lost solution), a 
relationship is established between verbalizations, videotape of the accomplished task and 
analysis of the subject's realizations. Triangulation belongs within the framework of research 
and is intended to validate verbalization data. 
BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
Ancillotti J.-P. et Maurel M., À la recherche de la solution perdue, Collection Protocole 
n° 4, Paris, GREX, 1995. 
 
Færch C. et Kasper G. (eds), Introspection in second language research, Philadelphia, 
Multilingual Matters Ltd, 1987. 
 
Unconscious 
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 Variety of non-conscious material defined by Freud. He made hypothesis of a 
censorship leading to repression of this material and, consequently, any access to this form of 
non-conscious is particularly difficult. Not to be confused with pre-conscious and pre-reflected. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Validation 
 When gathering verbalization data for research purpose - as it is the case with 
explicitation interview - two questions raise:  to what extent is the subject really verbalizing the 
content of his own experience? This concerns internal validation. The other question is: to what 
extent is the subject describing what really happened? This relates to external validation. 

• Internal validity cannot be assessed in terms of truth or, still, in terms of 
sincerity or - which amounts to the same - in terms of subjective truth. In fact, 
what the subject says about his own experience is "incorrigible" (Ryles, 1974, 
Searles, 1994). The subject is talking about is what appears to him and we only 
can take what he says as his truth. Yet, something can be true while being 
incomplete and details can be added. It is thus possible to help a subject get 
as close as possible to his truth by helping him complete it, explore facets for 
which he did not have categories even if he had the lived-experience of it. If 
every spontaneous verbalization were to be accepted as accurate and 
complete, psychotherapy would not be needed. In fact, it seems that the 
subject needs mediation to discern what actually appears to him. 

 Moreover, in context of explicitation, we may, after verbalization, ask the subject to 
evaluate his verbalization experience through three indexes, namely singularity, presentness 
and sensory fulfilment. 

• External validity can be established according to different criteria: truth of what 
is said, how complete is what is said in relation to how activity unfolded, related 
also to the level of fragmentation of description. 

 The ideal situation is to have independent data that can be triangulated in order to 
establish relationship between task analysis, activity traces, observables and verbalizations. 
Even so, validation of totally unobservable aspects (cognitive activities, sensory textures) can 
still be problematic. There is a criterion of compatibility between these unobservable properties 
and traces; this criterion limits which descriptions can be considered as valid. 
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