CHAPTER 4.

THE NATURE AND PROCESSES OF TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING

Chapter 4 considers the results of tie research in relation to the first two of the four
questions which formed the basis of the interviews with the practitioners and the
participants and my own personal impressions recorded as participant observer in the
F.A.L. program. These two question: deal with the perceptions those interviewed had of
the nature of transformative learnin:; and of the internal processes learners go through
during transformative learning experinces. Chapter 5 considers the results of the research
in relation to the two remaining questions which address more practical issues associated
with perceptions of the procedure; or strategies seen to be helpful in facilitating
transformative learning and the implications answers to the first three questions might have

for understanding better the learning jrrocess.

As indicated previously, in presentir g the results of the research and commenting upon
them the actual names of the practitiyners have been used, with their permission, because
of their acknowledged status as adu t educators and because of their contribution to the
literature in the field, significant ele nents c¢f which have been referred to in Chapter 2.
However, in regard to the participant; with whom I was involved as a participant observer
over six days in a program characterised by great trust and a deep sense of group
confidentiality first names only have been used and they are not the real names of the
persons concerned. I have altered an1 mixed minor details about them in order to ensure
their anonymity. Women’s names hive, however, been given to the women, and men’s
names to the men. In all cases, the nimber which appears after the name and colon at the
end of each quotation is the sequentil number assigned to that paragraph of the interview
by QSR NUD*IST. For my own personal reflections recorded at the end of each of the six
days of the FAL program, the nuriber | after “John” and before the number of the
paragraph means days one and two o FAL, Z means days three and four, and 3 means days

five and six.
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THE NATURE OF TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING

Based upon responses to the first qu:stion on the nature of transformative learning there
was a substantial level of general agreement amongst both practitioners and participants
expressed each in his/her own way that transformative learning represents a uniquely
personal way of looking at a particula - aspect of how adults learn. Those interviewed spoke
of transformative learning as liberating and emancipatory and often more personally
demanding than what they described as “‘normal” learning. Newman, one of the
practitioners, focused on this aspect of transformative learning, distinguishing it from other

more “normal” ways of learning.

The normal way is to learn a fow more skills, get a bit more information,
but the persons who gain the s<ills, who get the information, remain
unchanged. They are enhanced, become more skilful, or with new skills, but
they remain who they are (Newman: {10).

Boud made a very similar point, also 1sing th2 word “normal” to illustrate his point:

If you have problems you solve them within the normal framework that you
have adopted. But for a shift in your assumptions, you've got to have
something come along and throw you off course as it were. It’s different
learning (Boud: 97).

For Sean, a participant, “it works in a1 inverse way to the normal process, you're beginning
with the senses and you work your way through” (Sean: 46). Geraldine found it to be “the
most frustrating experience, being chllenged ... I was just operating out of my normal way

of behaviour which was to give order; and tell people what to do (Geraldine: 0).

There was, however, a distinct difference between practitioners and participants in their
willingness and ability to use the specific terminology which in the literature has become
associated with transformative learni1ig. Whereas practitioners were aware of and prepared
to discuss theoretical concepts usirg the terminology that has been developed in the
literature, and particularly by Mezir>w, this was not nearly so evident in the interviews
with the participants. For example, the seven practitioners, during the interviews, used the

term “transformative learning” 154 t mes bu: the seven participants (including myself as a
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participant) used it only 44 times - individual interviews being all of much the same length,
about one hour. For “perspective traisformation” the figures were 24 uses for the seven
practitioners and four for the seven participents. The even more technical term “meaning
perspectives” was used only three timies in a | during the interviews, twice by Mezirow in
my interview with him, once by myself and not at all by others, either practitioners or
participants. The term “meaning sciemes” was used twice only, by Mezirow. This is
perhaps not surprising, given the lack of exposure of participants especially to the finer
points of the theoretical literature. I found that participants on the whole, however, were
able to demonstrate their understanding of the idea of transforming assumptions and
inculturated ways of considering e perience which they recognised as different from

“normal” learning, but without using 1 highly specific terminology.

In illustrating the way in which they saw transformative learning as “different”,
practitioners were consistent in relating Mezirow’s concepts of instrumental,
communicative and transformative lzarning (1989, p. 174; 1990, p. 8-9) to Habermas’
theory of technical, practical and emancipatory interests (Mezirow: 80; Beud: 212; Walker:
[182). When questioned on the distinction between the three domains of learning, however,
Mezirow made it clear during the inierview that he now believed the term transformative

could be applied to instances of learn ng which were “technical” or “instrumental™.

['ll use an example of a grou» of engineers who were getting together to
try to improve a paint brush .. the nylon bristles of the paint brush, to
make it work better. And they were unable to really figure out how to
improve it because it didn't viork very well. Until somebody stepped back
and produced a metaphor and said ‘Let’s re-define the problem by saying,
it's like a pump’. That's transformative learning too

(Mezirow: 45).

He went on to explain his current thir king in the area:

The learning that takes place in either of the first two categories,
instrumental and communicative, can either be transformative or not
transformative. The notion that there's some entirely separate theory of
learning that's transformative learning, I think was an original error on his
[Habermas’] part which I picked up and repeated in some early writings.
So in my view you should be clear about that, that essentially I see all of
these as complementary foriis of learning (Mezirow: 47).
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Mezirow’s comments here constiture confirmation of a substantial broadening of the
concept of transformative learning waich he had stated first in an article he contributed to
Brookfield’s anthology Self-directed Learning: From Theory to Practice (1985). Mezirow
repeated the assertion in his “Respon:se to Collard and Law™ (1989) quoted in Chapter 2 (p.

52). I return to this issue in Chapter 6

The idea of a type of learning relating directly to the emancipatory interest only and
resulting in transformation of personal assumptions and frames of reference seemed to both
practitioners and participants to be something which in their experience did characterise
certain instances of quite significant learning in adult life. Tennant for example, whilst
maintaining that transformative leaining did not constitute a discrete and overarching
theory of learning nevertheless ackowledged that coming to terms with deeply held
psycho-cultural assumptions was dif erent in kind from instrumental and communicative

learning and that it was often a very profound experience:

I think transformative learning is obviously something that does happen to
people. It's not always the rest It of edacational intervention, but often it is.
[t’s a bringing to the surface, bringing to conscious awareness, thoughts and
feelings, assumptions and so ¢n for the purpose of exploring and perhaps
ultimately changing them. An.{ you can have people changing in quite
dramatic ways (Tennant: 181)

Walker agreed and pointed to the significant influence upon contemporary thinking about
adult learning of Mezirow’s concept of the identification and transformation of psycho-

cultural assumptions:

1 feel that transformative learring is a type of learning that focuses much
more on the learner, not just in terms of awareness of what is happening,
but awareness of why it is happening. We are all shaped by our past history
and our inculturation into particular groups. So it seems to me that
transformative learning is woirking at that level. It is not just about the
acquisition of new knowledge, it includes integration of new knowledge
into the personal foundation of the experience of the person (Walker: 5).

The six FAL participants, as indicated above, although they were largely unfamiliar with
the specialised theoretical language o transformative learning did seem to grasp and accept

its reality as a form of adult learniig which was of a different order from other more
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“normal” learning, and which in hind:ight they had observed as personally transforming at
certain times in their own lives and in the lives of others. In contrast with the practitioners,
however, they preferred to use more -olloquial language and to describe what they meant
through illustration and personal exjerience. Jane, for example, described a specific or
particular change corresponding to ‘viezirow’s 1991 definition of a meaning scheme -
“meaning schemes serve as specific 1abits of expectation” (Mezirow 1991, p. 35) - and
then indicated that in her view this could lead to a much more significant transformation - a
whole new way of looking at things: “It's not just learning how to read or something like
that, that's not what it's about. It lead; to changing your whole perspective, changing your

whole attitude (Jane: 4).

Two other participants, Geraldine and Marion, also referred to very significant changes in
their personal ways of looking at things. Geraldine (112) emphasised how profound the
experience was because it “brought to the surface” ideas which she believed had been

present in her consciousness for a lon: time, but had gone unrecognised.

It was basically ingrained. And I can remember somewhere in this period
of turmoil in my life working out that I had never really believed it [a
condemnatory attitude to horosexuality]. And that was the strangest
feeling for me. It was maybe that ‘Aha!” sort of experience Ross talks
about. Where I knew it was something that I'd known all along but that I
had never known up in this part of my brain. It was something, well, deep
down (Geraldine: 113).

The learning Geraldine refers to here seems clearly more profound than the initial change

Jane was speaking about above.

Marion too stressed the profound nature o7 a particular transformation of assumptions

which she had experienced, and adde that her feelings were strongly involved:

And there's a real temptation . ohn, to feel a failure, a real temptation - the
whole idea of rejection ... as part of the transformative learning process. For
me there was rejection. But or ce the feelings got out of the way I was
dealing with the nitty gritty of things, and the logic started to appear, and
the reality. I made a big decision. You. get to a stage where you think, 'l can't
go on like this any longer!" (v arion: 33)
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It is possible, of course, that Marion here was simply using the term “transformative”
because it was part of the question ani because Keane had referred to the concept so often.
This has to be taken into account. Nevertheless, Geraldine and Marion do seem to agree
with the practitioners that, based upon their experience, there is a significant form of
learning which involves reassessment of the personal assumptions and values out of which
people operate and that recognising this cen be a difficult but valuable experience. It
seemed for them to be learning of a quite different order compared with the external and
incidental changes associated with normal cr “normative” learning. Through it they had
each come to entirely new personal jerspect.ves in certain areas and this learning had for
them a validity derived from critical -eappraisal. In reflecting upon my own experience on
the third day of the F.A.L. program 1 noted that I had myself experienced something very

similar:

I took a bit of a risk today and told the group a personal story, about how
years ago I’d been more or less humbled by a fifteen year old who stood up
to me publicly as a young dep 1ty principal in a school. It was very off-
putting at the time but I told tt em how after reflection and a bit of pain I'd
somehow learned from that ki1 - that students in schools have rights too. So
the stronger the hold, the deeper the value or assumption, the more
disorienting the experience of confronting it. Or having it confronted by
others. My reaction of ‘flaring up” was in hindsight almost a sign of
authenticity - that my previou: response had been deeply embedded in my
values system (John 2: 66).

Several of those interviewed raised the question of whether any learning at all involving
change could reasonably and consist:ntly be described as “transformative”. Did it depend
upon the nature of the learning, or hcw profound the transformation was, or is the level of
emotion the significant factor? Boud for example expressed difficulties with Mezirow’s
1085 extension of transformative leaining to include certain forms of instrumental learning.

He asked:

Is a little transformation OK c¢r do you have to have a complete lifestyle change
for it to be regarded as legitim ate transformative learning? You as outsider
might think it's transformative, for that person it's just another increment along
the same path (Boud: 47).
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Jane, one of the participants, was quite graphic in her description of how protound one of

her learning experiences was:

To say it was disorienting would be putting it mildly. 1 found it really
upsetting, I was - what's the term I'm looking for? I felt as though I'd sort
of had something slapped right in my face” (Jane: 31)

On the same issue of how profound transformration of personal assumptions can be Tennant
was quite definite that he thought the change in an individual’s perspectives had to be

profound if it were to be described as transformative:

Well, I think it's learning ... that results in a fundamental change in a
person's world view, if you like. I suppose that's the essence of it. It's quite
rare learning, to change one's vorld view. ... I think of it as a fundamental
change of world view (Tennar t: 131).

When I raised this with Mezirow, he agreed that transformation amounting to a change in

world view was “perhaps the most sig nificant learning adults do”.

Transtormative learning in my terminology is learning that involves a
transformation of one's frame >t refercnce and as you know a frame of
reference is described by me «s a set of assumptions through which we
interpret our experience (Mez row: 6). ... So transformative learning is
simply that, it's learning, it's s-gnificant learning, perhaps the most
significant learning adults do .ind it has to do with the transformation of
frames of reference (Mezirow 12).

In contrast with Mezirow’s extension of the ineaning of the term transforrmative learning in
1985 to the areas of instrumental and communicative learning, something he repeated in
the interview I had with him (Mezirow: 47, quoted above p. 110), there was general
agreement amongst both practitione s and participants that transformative learning does
represent a recognisably different anc more personal form of learning which virtually all of
the individuals interviewed had experienced at certain times. The key to the difference in
their view was that it considers learning from the perspective of the learner first and what
the learner already knows rather than from the perspective of new knowledge to be
acquired. It involves an increased avareness of the self that influences what individuals

learn, what they are prepared to let in, what they filter out. It is often accompanied by
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feelings of embarrassment, discomfort and even anger at times, arising from confrontation

with personal assumptions about how the world is, or how it ought to be.

The people I interviewed distinguish:d this form of learning from other more “technical”
(Habermas), “instrumental” (Mezirov/), or “normal” (Newman, Boud) learning and saw it
as provoked by circumstances in which their meaning perspectives, certain accepted
personal roles and boundaries which to that point have been unchallenged were suddenly
under scrutiny. The fact that in comy arison with the practitioners participants preferred to
use anecdotes and examples rather than theoretical language to describe very similar
experiences in its own way suppcrts the validity of what has been written by the
practitioners and others. What the iiterviews also seemed to affirm, however, was that
transformation of assumptions is rarely something which merely occurs, it is often
triggered by some personal shock, a disorienting dilemma to use Mezirow’s term, and there
needs to be some deliberate intellectual process involving identification of the relevant
assumptions followed by critical reflzction «nd analysis. It was a form of learning which

involved personal transformation.

Personal transformation

The interviews affirmed for me the v ew consistently expressed in the literature that critical
reflection is a significant element n learning for personal transformation, and that it
involves more than simply recalling and reflecting upon experience. As was pointed out in
Chapter 2, critical reflection does refresent a critical revisiting of one’s experience (Schon
1983, 1987) but it entails reflection as well apon the self as having the experience. In my
interview with him Mezirow made this distinction very clear, describing the nature of

critical reflection and distinguishing hetween its objective and subjective elements.

I make a distinction in regard to critical reflection between what I call
objective reframing, dealing with experience ... and subjective reframing
in which we look at our own frames of reference, our own ways of
understanding. And we ask ourselves questions about how we arrived at
these understandings, what is the coatext in which they were learned, and
what are the consequences cf our thinking this way (Mezirow: 28).
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Newman agreed with this comment, referring to Mezirow’s “subjective reframing” and
describing it as “a form of meta-reflection, reflecting on reflection, becoming aware of our
awareness” (Newman: 181). Keane arreed, using a very similar term “meta-awareness’ -
meta being applied in this sense as something over and above normal awareness, as the
term is used in “meta-physics” (Keare: 9), standing back, taking the broad view of both
learner and learning, with everything up for scrutiny. It is a form of learning which both

Keane and Newman saw as requiring :. great deal of honesty.

Mezirow’s distinction between objective and subjective reframing (28) was supported by
the experience of Jane, a participant, \vho used a personal anecdote to describe how for her

a particularly disorienting experience liad led to critical questioning and self-scrutiny.

In the meantime of course I qu:stionec. myself, I questioned what peoples’
perceptions of me were and tri:d to bring it all together, to have the whole
picture. And coming to grips with who I am was very painful. I don't know
that [ ... well I didn't like who ) was at first. But I've come to grips with that
and I understand myself better And because [ understand myself better ... It
made me evaluate how I was v-ith people and what I did and how [ did it.
And I've changed (Jane: 35).

Sean, a participant, also recognised he subective element in critical reflection, and its
relationship to transformative learning: “It (transformative learning) is about your being
conscious of yourself as an operatinz person, and taking responsibility for yourself and
what you’re doing” (Sean: 259). My cwn reflection on the issue at the end of the very first
day of the program was very similar, and it re-emphasised my previous belief that
assumptions, if unchallenged, may p-event our learning new and more relevant ways of

thinking and acting :

I began to see that critical reflc ction can often lead to a breakthrough,
particularly about how my val 1es and expectations can prevent me from
seeing the full picture. And be ng over-defensive for example may stop me
focusing on the real issues out there. Maybe people in such circumstances -
it's not confined to me - need to say ‘Now why is it that I always seem to
react in this particularly inapp ‘opriate way?’ (John 1: 66).

Both participants and practitioners saw transformative learning as involving critical

appraisal of assumptions and values, but such critical reflection was not merely the result
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of reflection upon objective experience but more importantly of subjective and critical
reflection upon oneself, either voluntarily or in response to some personal crisis or
confrontation. Because transformativ : learning is learning associated with the self they saw
their personal egos as involved, in:luding their sense of self. People reported feeling
strongly about such learning expericnces, which confirms Mezirow’s statements (1978,
1981, 1991) about transformative learning being often disorienting, painful and
embarrassing. In the experience of my infcrmants, identifying, critically retlecting upon
and transforming psycho-cultural assumptions was a profound experience because it was

almost invariably an emotionally charged experience.

Transformative learning - an emotional experience

During my interview with him Nelscn put forward the view that, based on his research, a
way of judging how profound the imoact of a transformative learning experience might be

was to consider the level of emotion « ssociated with it:

Some of them (values, assumptions efcetera) of course can be small and
affect only small things in our lives. Others may be quite fundamental in
regard to directions, directio1s we're taking. On some people this has a
type of corporeal, a visceral 1iffect almost ... a kinaesthetic expericnce.
The important thing is that it is often not cognitive at all. It doesn't have
to be entirely, or even predominantly or even at all cognitive (Nelson:
50).

Whilst not ignoring the role of critical reflection, Nelson’s statement here offers a quite
different emphasis from Mezirow’s tzn largely cognitive steps (1981: 7; 1991: 169) about
what is involved in transformative learning. It will be remembered from Chapter 2 (p.59)
that Mezirow later added “with feelings of guilt and shame” to 2, and “building self-
confidence” to 9 in his list of steps or phases. Participants on the whole supported the
views of Nelson, Walker and Tennan (“It's quite rare learning” Tennant: 131) that personal
re-appraisal of psycho-cultural assuriptions and meaning perspectives was most likely to
be a profound and relatively rare exyerience and one accompanied by significant levels of
emotion. They also believed also that the depth of the emotion experienced was likely to be

related to how fundamental the chillenge to inculturated assumptions was. Marion, in
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reference to her own experience of personal reappraisal emphasised the involvement of

strong feelings:

And you get stressed too Johr, when t’s going on and you've got to think
about yourself. I've got to thir k about myself and my position. And it's not
just selfishness, it's not that at all. I think it's honesty and you've got to have
time, you know to recognise his is imnportant for me (Marion: 141).

Jane too spoke of how personal assu nptions about what was acceptable and what was not
in her view of the world and her pla:e in it had affected both herself and her professional
performance. For her, as for Nelson, assuraptions about the self were accompanied by

strong emotion which stretched back into her socialisation in childhood.

[ can remember so many times when [ was young my mother telling me that
[ was too independent for my own good, that I was too secretive, I should
not be a leader, I should not b bold, outspoken, very much so. That's why it
upset me so much, because of my conditioning. It hurt. It was not nice
being this person. A very sm:ll percentage of the population I was. But I
don't feel like that any more. I'm quite content being me now; which is a big
difference (Jane: 39).

During the F.A.L. program there vere times when the facilitator (Keane) deliberately
structured activities to get participants out of their “comfort zones”, to get onto the agenda
actual experiences that had personaily demanding implications for them. In this way he
demonstrated his conviction some 1icquisition of the nature of transformative learning
might be possible experientially, ev:n given the artificial conditions inseparable from a
training program. My reflections at the time about one such incident on the second day

show that I too, as a participant, was .ffected in this way:

It was interesting that people :.aid thev found this (sustained meaningful
communication without speech) a very powerful experience. ... Although
they all said they felt awkward and gauche at the time, as I did, and hoped
no-one they knew came in, it vas clear there was some serious evaluation
and testing of images of the sc If going on. Otherwise I think people
wouldn't have spoken about it in such an animated fashion afterwards
(John 1: 36-38).

What emerges from the above quotat ons in my view is that those interviewed believed that

there is a form of learning which ca1 involve quite significant re-appraisal of the self, of
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one’s assumptions and inculturated velue systems, and that coming to terms with such re-
appraisal can involve high levels of emotion and sometimes feelings of frustration and
embarrassment. It was almost invari: bly described in the interviews as a very complex
learning process. An additional on-gcing result which also emerged and to which I now
turn was that even given the high levels of emotion, for many of those interviewed such
transformative learning experiences resulted in learning which produced previously

unexpected growth leading to feelings of liberation and emancipation.

Transformative learning - liberating; and ernancipatory

As outlined in Chapter 2, the word “emancipatory” in the literature of transformative
learning derives through Mezirow (1978b; 1981) from Freire (1972) and especially from
Habermas (1970; 1971). I found that, -luring the interviews the practitioners who have been
amongst the most significant cortributors to the literature used such terms as
“emancipation”, “‘escaping” and “libcration” in speaking of the effects of transformative
learning. In their discussion of the na ure of transformative learning it was noticeable how
often both practitioners and participants used words such as “liberating”, “freeing” and
“emancipatory”. All interviewees, for example, taken together, used the word “liberating”
29 times. In my personal reflection:. I used the word three times. Of the two groups,
excluding myself, the seven practitior ers used the word “liberating” eight times and the six

participants used it 21 times. It was cl:arly a very important issue for them.

There was further information from tie analysis of the use of the term “lLiberating” from a
gender perspective. Of the 29 uses of the word made by all interviewees, 16 were made by
the three women. This means 16 us:s of the word “liberating” were made by the three
women compared with 13 uses (of liberating) by the ten men (practitioners, participants
and myself) interviewed. It seems r:asonable on the basis of these figures to draw the
conclusion that the concept of transformative learning as liberating was important to the
participants, and particularly so to the women, even given their small number. The

interviews do not indicate that the wemen were given any leading questions on this matter.
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The tone of Jane’s comment quoted in the previous paragraph is a good illustration of how
one woman’s re-evaluation of assumptions into which she had been inculturated in
childhood was personally painful but had been dealt with in a way which she felt had been
liberating for her and had led to a mcre appropriate and positive self-image with beneficial
effects for her professional life. Mcny interviewees, both practitioners and participants,
made use of other powerful images and symbols to convey the concept of personal
liberation associated with learning they found transformative. Walker for example said

(italics mine in all cases): that

there are implications in term: of faci.itation, for breaking learners out of
constraining frameworks , which are quite important in today’s society.
There is a liberating, emancip wtory dimension to it that we all need, which
is quite important in today’s v-orld (Walker: 180).

Newman’s description of the same phenomenon was couched in similar terms - “So the
idea of perspective transformation is it provides ... the opportunity to escape from the trap

of reliving our history (Newman: 179).

When one considers the participants, Geraldine for example used a metaphor similar to that

used Walker and Newman.

Liberating is a really key worc.. ... I had this image in my mind of being in
shackles for some reason. It was the most fantastic feeling for me when I
started doing that counselling course and somebody said at some stage,
“You don't have to have all the answers’. Because for me that was one of
my basic presumptions or assumptions ... I believed that being a parent you
had to have all the answers. So when somebody said to me, you don't have
to ... [ just came out walking ¢n air. I just thought, that's fantastic!
(Geraldine: 107).

Marion’s description of transformat on in her own life makes the same point, using a

different metaphor but one just as vivid.

Yes, as I've said ... I haven't Icoked back. It was really liberating. It's been
liberating for me because I'm no longer in her shadow. And I was in her
shadow. It's got to make sense or it won't be liberating. 1 suppose through
the liberation you then get the courage to say ‘OK I can do this, I can handle
it” (Marion: 173).
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My own reflections about this on day five of F.A.L. were similar. I referred to the use

participants made of stories and films as metaphors of liberation.

We then returned to the quest on of transformative learning or perspective
transformation as liberating, f eeing, emancipating. There was a lot of
agreement about this in the group. Formally and informally. People talked
about being bound by poor re ationsh:ps, family problems, being single,
losing one's job - bound by oreself. Examples from films came up. like
‘Educating Rita’ and ‘The Renains of the Day’. How do some people get
out of roles and are freed by doing so. while others are enslaved by them?
(John 3: 34).

It seems therefore on the basis of the interviews that transformative learning in the
experience of a considerable number of the practitioners and participants is associated with
the potential at least for liberation ind emancipation. Moreover the women interviewed
who were all aged between 41 and 50 seemed to relate to this aspect of transformative
learning even more strongly than the men. That is perhaps not surprising given the changes
in our society in regard to the roles aspropriate to women which have been occurring over
the past thirty years, and which ae still occurring. One recalls that Mezirow’s first
published work in the field arose from his research into women returning to formal
education in mid-life (1978a, 1978b1. The people interviewed for the present study were
also interested in the negative consecuences for them of not breaking out of the shadow of
inculturated assumptions and value systems. A further significant development, moreover,
was that several of those interviewec. spoke of a more positive consequence of liberation,
namely empowerment. The use of tie term “empowerment” for them meant not merely
“liberation from” but “liberation f>r”, and many of the participants as well as the
practitioners showed that this too was part of the learning experience for them. [t merits

further comment.

Transformative learning as person.ally empowering

During my interview with him, Kcane spoke of his belief that one of the problems
associated with neglecting transforn ative approaches to adult learning was the fact that

merely delivering knowledge and sk lls often fails to “empower” learners in this positive
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sense. He saw this as one of the pot:ntial strengths of an approach to learning which was
concerned with identifying and crit:cally reflecting upon the assumptions and habits of
mind into which individuals had becn socialised and inculturated. Of his approach in his

own F.A.L. program he said

You see it [transformative lea ning] is confrontational and it puts pressure
on people because their expectations are pedagogical, namely that they have
came to this course and paid tieir money and they expect the teacher to
teach them. They think their job as participant is simply to write it all down.
But it doesn't empower them, doesn't empower - they acquire knowledge,
but they don't learn. If in effec t transformative learning processes can be
used to empower people to m.ke better decisions, to be better at
communicating with others than it has a special value that makes it
worthwhile (Keane: 144).

I found that as a result of searching all the interviews using QSR NUD*IST there were
several references in the interviews to the empowering aspect of identifying and coming to
terms with inculturated assumptions and habits of mind. Geraldine certainly used it and
although she may possibly have piced up the word from Keane’s use of it the concept
clearly had significance for her and .he wanted to talk about it. She added other terms of
her own - “exciting” , “energising” - which had similar connotations and she explained

what they meant for her:

I mean it's a learning experience, the work I do with parents ties into that
but it's much more - I couldn't do what I'm doing now if I hadn't been
through those bad times and I can see its strength, I can see its value. And I
can see the energising effect 1 has on parents ... it's an empowering
experience and that's exciting So for me when I talk about empowering it's
about this wonderful feeling ¢ f satisfaction, ‘Gee - I didn't think I could do
that, and now I can do it. Anc. I can help them do it!” (Geraldine: 165).

Jane too commented on her percep ion of the potential of processes of identifying and

transforming assumptions and frames of reference in her work with adults. She said that

to change, people need time, s upport and a supportive but challenging
climate. They need to know that it's a.] right to make mistakes. I now look
at any workshop/seminar that I'm involved in as a small part of a much
larger process. Each particip: nt will be on her own personal path of
learning and my job is to be aware of and support her in that (Jane: 16).
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My own comment on this issue as a p.rticipant observer recorded at the end of day five of
the F.A.L. program was a further refl:ction on the concept of empowerment arising from
considering what one has to learn from the perspective of one’s own assumptions and

perhaps one’s ingrained prejudices on :ertain issues:

I guess what they’ve all been si.ying is that the ability to empower other
adults is much more important than teaching them new tricks. It's about
empowering people through aw areness, understanding, honesty and choice.
And they were saying that the ¢ bility to empower others seems to have to
come first of all from coming t> terms with yourself (John 3: 37).

Cranton in her recently published volame (1994) refers to the importance of group work
and discourse in leading to changes 11 perspective, noting that they have the potential at
least to “provide a context that is supportive and empowering”. She goes on to make the

additional point that

if rational discourse is a key component of working towards
transformative learning as Mczirow argues, then it becomes clear that
learner empowerment must accompany the entire process rather than be
viewed as an outcome of tran;formed meaning perspectives

(Cranton 1994, p. 45)

Cranton continues that the first responsibility of the educator in working towards
transformative learning “is to establis1 and maintain a working environment in which the
learner can become empowered” (Crenton 1994, p. 146). This is precisely what Jane was
saying in the interview I had with her, as indicated above - *“each participant will be on her
own personal path of learning and my job is to be aware of and support her in that” (Jane:
16). Learner empowerment therefore implies “liberation for” new horizons, not merely
“liberation from” limiting assumptions about what is possible in life and what is not. It is
not only a consequence of transformed terms of personal reference, it needs to be
characteristic of the process as far as learners are concerned. But are liberation and
empowerment purely personal, or do they have community and social relevance as well? Is

transformative learning a possible ave 1ue for communal, political and social change?
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Transformative learning in relation to collective and social transformation

As outlined in Chapter 2 the question of the social and communal implications of
transformative learning is currently being debated at length in the literature. The issue in
question is how broadly transformative learning should be considered and how radical its
implications should be. As a critici;m of Mezirow’s work the issue has been raised
repeatedly - by Hart (1990, 1995), Thompson (1983, 1995) Collard and Law (1989),
Newman (1993), Tennant (1993c) anc others. What critics of Mezirow in this regard have
maintained in essence is that if learner empowerment resulting in genuine change is to have
any lasting value it must also be sujject to critical appraisal the environment, broadly
considered, in which the learning takes place. Individuals with no power over their
environment, these critics maintain, cannot engage in truly critical retlection. The idea
probably has its origins in Freire’s well publicised reservations in the 1960s about the value
of a literacy which is merely functioial and dissociated from the political and economic
causes of illiteracy amongst impover shed communities. Conscientisation certainly has a
social dimension but it is essentiall’ a process for the individual. In reference to this

controversial aspect of the matter Boul commented:

What strikes me about all that is that critical reflection has become an
ideological battlefield and that for example people don't like Mezirow
because Mezirow is putting the individual too strongly in the critical
reflection frame. ... his (Mezitow’s) critics want to argue that it is very
much something which has to do with political and social settings rather
than with individuals (Boud: 21).

Newman, whose writing (1993, 1994 has a strong social basis, in response to my query on

what he had written on this issue, con.mented:

Mezirow seems to be content o say that transformative learning is about
getting the individual learner to the starting line in a sense. He says
transformative learning can h:ip the learner undergo a kind of individual
change. And then one can onl'’ hope that public change will flow from that
(Newman: 130).

When referred to other criticisms of Mezirow’s more individual approach to transformative
learning made by Thompson (1995), a feminist adult educator who might be described as

towards the radical end of the adult learning debate, Newman continued:
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She (Thompson) looks at the vomen she is working with and formulating a
kind of learning process for tkem and helping them engage in learning
which is located in political and economic analysis, and that seems to be
transformative learning of a vry powerful form (Newman: 147).

The comments of the three women in:erviewed for this present study, already quoted in this
chapter, about liberation and empowerment of women would seem to support this view of
the attitude of women generally to the transformation of social structures in present times.
Mezirow seemed to some extent at least to agree. However for him it was “both-and”
rather than “either-or” and he did not concede the point that Cranton makes strongly that -
“powerless people cannot engage in critical reflection” (Cranton 1994, p.165). For

Mezirow what first happens to the individual is the thing that is important;

[ think that dichotomising those two things (individual and social
transformation) is probably a nistake Most learning is social, it is
validated through discourse. So it's other people interacting with you in
order to clarify the meaning o “your experience, that's the way that learning
takes place. And so you can't hink of it as individual learning only, it just
isn't the way human beings orerate (Mezirow: 175).

In other words, without individual change, sccial change cannot happen. Perhaps, however,
Mezirow may not entirely have caught the point here, certainly its political dimension, and
one suspects that Freire for one would disagree with him. Transformation of a whole
national consciousness may well be much more than a collection of individual changes

achieved through critical reflection, discourse and dialogue.

The participants in my research, perhaps not surprisingly because during the F.A.L.
program they were very much pre-cccupied with their own concerns and those of their
small group, seemed disinterested in his aspect of the debate about transformative learning
and they offered only incider.tal comment upon it. However from some of their comments
already cited in previous paragraphs on liberation and empowerment they did acknowledge
the general role of transformative le: rning in the social context as having implications for
their own work with adults. I would think that Boud (31) is probably right when he says

that the issue has become central to the debate in the literature of transformative learning.
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If inappropriate frames of reference a1d habits of mind arising from inculturation in past
history surface as problems for individuals as they did in the F.A.L. program (with
Geraldine and Jane) then they need t> be dealt with. If, however, it arises from widely
accepted and deeply inculturated forms of oppression how is that handled by a facilitator?
The relationship of such matters to adult and transformative learning is clearly very
important and will no doubt continue 10 be debated, as is being done at present by scholars
and teachers such as Law, Newman, Hart and Thompson, but I have no further evidence on
the matter here from my present resea:ch. I turn now to the question raised by a number of

persons of the relationship between transformetive learning and personal therapy.

Transformative learning and persor al therapy

The interconnectedness of transforma ive learning and therapy has been referred to in the
section in Chapter 2 on ethical considerations and it remains problematic. If transformative
learning involves a significant level o~ personal therapy, 1s it an appropriate area in which
adult educators untrained in therapy : hould become involved? On the other hand, if it is
not, is transformative learning merely being confused with the normal developmental
stages people go through? Tennant, whose buckground is in psychology and whose major
professional contributions are in the zrea of the psychology of adult learning (1988, 1993,
1995) raised during my interview wih him the question of whether personal changes in
value systems described by theorist: and others as transformative learning are merely
instances of normal psychological development in response to particular personal and

social challenges:

How do we distinguish between that (normative development) and what we
call transformative learning which is a more positive life outcome, a growth
outcome? I think it is importar t, but it's also very difficult, because you can
think of lesser versions of whet might be passed off as transformative
learning, but which are maybe not really transformative at all (Tennant:
143).

When this was put to Mezirow whom [ interviewed after Tennant he commented:

That was one of the things tha: Tennant said in that article (1994) which 1
debated with him - I'm not sur: that I was right. He suggested that becoming
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critically reflective of the process of problem solving is a normative thing,
part of everyday learning. But I would debate that on the grounds that it
happens frequently enough to be set off by itself (Mezirow: 48).

I feel sure that Keane would disagr:e with Mezirow on this last issue - Keane’s whole
point being that reflective activities s 1ch as “becoming critically reflective of the process of
problem solving” are not undertak:n nearly enough in adult learning. The emphasis
according to Keane is too often upon the problem rather than upon the way in which
inculturated assumptions and habits of mind inhibit one’s ability to identify and tackle the
real issues. The overall impression given during my interview with him by Tennant,
however, was that he was reflecting upon and exploring the issue of transformative
learning and subjecting it as a concept to scholarly rigour, not rejecting it outright. And he
was surely correct in being concernec about the need for precision in the use of language, a

point which I take up again in Chapter 6.

My experience during the F.A.L. program in which I was a participant observer was that
once trust in the group had been established, participants were increasingly willing to
discuss their personal agendas at significant depth, especially such issues as how a growing
discernment of their own attitudes and assumptions was affecting both their own learning
and their attitude to other learners in ‘heir work as adult educators. They also spoke of it as
therapeutic. Jane for example in reference to how the idea of transformative learning had

helped her in her work said that

prior to that program (not F.A L.) I looked at education in general as
procedural, and adult educatic n as procedures to give information and
understandings to people that would then impact on practice ... but as a
result of articulating my drearis and visions I’ve come to a deeper
understanding of myself, and 1ow I learn. And I have come to see better
how others learn (Jane: 17).

As the days of the FAL program prcgressed, participants seemed increasingly prepared to
take the risk of revealing more of the nselves than they might have done in other social and
work situations. It was my observation that they were accorded the right by the group to

decide when this was appropriate, a1id the group listened. After the F.A.L. program was
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completed Geraldine spoke of the value she placed on her interview with me (during much

of which I simply listened) as a mean; of re-working her own personal agenda.

To take some time to be with sou, well, it’s been good. I mean I've got
seventy five things to do that ]'ve been putting off doing for weeks, but it's
been really valuable to me to ¢ peak w:th you, it's been my reflection time. In
a sense it’s been therapeutic for me (Geraldine: 457).

While this is not necessarily therapy n the strict sense there was no doubt in my mind that
Geraldine found the experience of rcviewing what she had learned during the program a
helpful experience. Tom too referrec to talking things through during my interview with

him as therapeutic in this broader sen e, commenting that

in a sense good therapy is something that leads to new learning. I'm not a
therapist ... but I think a good herapist and good adult learning teacher would
be using very similar techniques. ... I'don't know if you picked it up in my
body language, but my origina attitude to this interview when you arrived for
it wasn’t very positive. But we | OK, aad two minutes into the conversation
and whoosh the energy's all picked up (Tom: 225).

By way of summary therefore in adc ressing the first of the four questions put during the
interviews about the nature of transformative learning, the overall impression from the
research was that for both practitioners and participants, transformation of deeply held
personal assumptions was significant but complementary to learning which they described
as “normal” or “normative”. The key issue for them appeared to be that it concentrated
upon the self as learner first, upon hcw new information was seen against a background of
previously acquired assumptions, frames of reference or meaning perspectives to use
Mezirow’s terminology. Such transformation was something they had themselves
experienced, or observed in others at one time or another. It affected their learning, it often
had a strong emotional impact ujon them and they had in certain circumstances
experienced it as both liberating and empowering. It involved both objective and especially
subjective reframing of their personal terms of reference and that is what made it distinct.
People seemed to understand that identification and critical reflection upon personal
assumptions and value systems had real value in discerning personal truth, and that
discourse, that is, sharing at quite deep levels with others in circumstances characterised by

confidentiality and mutual respect was a valuable way of teasing out and validating their
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individual positions. They recalled anc were prepared to reflect critically upon experiences
in their own lives which they had ‘ound transformative, often referring to the pain,
embarrassment and other disorienting ¢ motions that had accompanied such situations. They
spoke of experiences of transformatio1 of assumptions about themselves and their world
which had been liberating, therapeutic and empowering for them personally and which had

significant implications for their work with other adults.

On the whole the practitioners seemed to believe that there was more to transformative
learning than normal psychological development because it was not confined in their
experience to key points in life but v-as provoked by disorienting and often emotionally
charged experiences which occurred :t unpredictable times and which challenged deeply
entrenched meaning perspectives and personal assumptions. It was also something which
could be therapeutic and liberating for individuals, and the participants, especially the
women, confirmed that this was their cxperierice. Such learning often represented personal
growth for them. They saw it as earning which might have social and collective
dimensions but which was primarily in their experience a very personal and individual
thing. They believed the processes we ‘e complex, involving critical appraisal of oneself as
experiencing, at times the imagination and on certain other occasions ways of thinking and
feeling which were lodged at other evels cf consciousness. It is the practitioners and

participants’ perceptions of these processes which must now be considered.

THE PROCESSES OF TRANSFORNM ATIVE LEARNING

It will be recalled that in Chapter 1 J indicated that by the “processes” of transformative
learning I was referring to what was going on within the consciousness of the learner at the
time of the learning. I was concerned in my research to find out, for example, what learners
thought and felt amongst other things about the concept of the “disorienting experience”,
something which in Mezirow’s (1978b, 1981) terminology was often the stimulus for
transformative learning. What was their perception of what was happening to them? How
was the image of self affected whilst disclosure was going on? What was the role of the

imagination and what happened to the strong levels of personal and emotional energy often
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claimed to be associated with trinsformative learning? Was there a role for the
subconscious in transformative learning and was that where some assumptions are lodged -

beyond the threshold of everyday aw:reness?

During the recorded interview I had with him Mezirow made it clear that in his view the
internal experiences of transformat ve learning were invariably accompanied by two

significant processes, critical reflecticn and discourse.

There are two central elements, critical reflection which leads to changing
frames of reference, and disccurse which is essential for validating and
justifying beliefs and interpretations that are not amenable to justifying
through empirical testing (Mezirow: 26).

Mezirow is speaking of “procedures™ also here perhaps but what he is saying is relevant to
what is going on within the learner him or herself. Walker’s view of the processes of
transformative learning was essentially the same, critical reflection and discourse. Walker
went on, however, to point out that in his view critical reflection is essentially an internal
process of dialogue with the self which for some learning needs ideally to precede dialogue
with others. In transformative learnir g situations such internal discourse focuses upon the
self, upon the assumptions, values «nd inculturated ways of thinking and feeling which
form the perspectives on life out of vhich the person perceives reality, and which external

events have challenged.

I feel we’ve come out of inculturated situations where people have been
socialised into a whole lot of iissumptions that need to be challenged. I think
that the process is ... it’s a pro :ess of dialoguing with why one is feeling,
thinking and doing the things ‘hat one is feeling, thinking and doing
(Walker: 39).

Keane supported this view, especiall'’ as it relates to an individual’s emotional experience.
Under the impact of a disorienting eperience Keane saw the processes of transformative
learning as less concerned with logical explication, as less clinical, less objective, and
rather more dependent upon and stimalated by strong emotion:

Well it’s a learning process - it journey through confusion, an experience of

being lost, of being in unfami iar territory, a series of incidents or processes
which help you gradually to uaderstand what is going on, a re-organising of
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your cognitive structures abot t yourself. Some of the re-ordering is going
on at the unconscious level ... the thing is disorienting to use Mezirow's
phrase (Keane: 34).

Like Mezirow, Keane and Walker sa'v learning that was transformative as having its origin
in some significant personal disorizntation and they believed that dealing with such
disorientation was crucial if the learning processes were to be truly transforming. The term
“disorienting dilemma” has from the beginning (1978) been central to Mezirow’s thinking
and it is the first of his ten (1981, p. ) and later eleven (1991: 168; 1994, p. 224) “phases”
or steps in the process of transforma:ive learning. Because the disorienting dilemma is so

central to the question of process it nceds to be dealt with at some length.

The disorienting dilemma and transformative learning

Mezirow has consistently maintainec that the process of transformation of one’s personal
meaning perspectives is often provoked, often stimulated by a crisis in the learner’s life, a
disorienting dilemma, and this term has featured prominently in his writing. During the

interview Mezirow spoke of the disorienting dilemma as

something that shakes you up and you have to really reorient yourself.

It can happen incrementally tf rough a series of related changes in the way
you look at the process. And i''s certainly less predictable when a significant
personal reassessment takes p ace (Mezirow: 54).

When questioned during the intervie ¥s about their experience of disorientation in relation
to learning in adulthood other practitioners agreed that they too thought the disorienting
dilemma was central. Two of them Tennant and Keane, in speaking of such profound
disorientation drew the analogy with religious conversion. Tennant saw it as a “road to

Damascus™ experience:

There'll be a re-interpretation >f past experience in the light of where they
are now. And all their past lite events might be seen as leading towards
this. All the misdemeanours in their lives are leading down a path, a road to
Damascus, which is this new -evelation about themselves and the world
(Tennant: 141).
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Tennant’s wording recalls Geraldine’s :xperience, quoted earlier:

It was an "Aha!" sort of experience. Where I knew it was something that I'd
known all along but that I had rever known up in this part of my brain. It
was something, well, deep dow1 (Gera'dine: 113).

Co-incidentally, Keane used the samc biblical analogy as Tennant to describe a similar

conversion-like experience:

There is I think, another level cf learning which perhaps I would describe as
transcendent, where there is an intuitive leap, perhaps a leap of faith, where
a radical change in the person tikes place. Like Saul on the road to
Damascus. ... It's an existential event that suddenly occurs and that calls into
question all those things that thzy have taken for granted and come to rely
upon (Keane: 114).

For Boud, however, transformation of assumptions was not something which came very
suddenly but was often a more gradu: | experience - “it can be a slow incremental kind of
thing. But after a period of time you niight look back and say *‘Well I think about this quite
differently now than I did before’” (Boud: 63). This seems to be consistent with Mezirow’s
comment above that “It can happen incrementally through a series of related changes”
(Mezirow: 54). Nelson, however, agreed with Keane, commenting “You know
transformative learning, personal tran: formation, can be quite traumatic, quite disorienting,

at times” (Nelson: 46).

Although the participants were orce again not nearly as familiar with the term
“disorienting dilemma”, having hearc of it only briefly from Keane, when asked about it,
and if necessary given Mezirow’s definiticn, they were able to relate to the concept
immediately and to provide illustrations, eitner from their own experience or from their
observation of others. Jane, for example, was characteristically forthright supporting
Mezirow’s description of disorienta ion and in addition expressing her recollection of

strong emotion in such circumstances

I found it really upsetting. I was - what's the term I'm looking for - I felt as
though I'd sort of had somethig slapped right in my face, that I probably
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knew but never wanted to core to grips with before. ... So that whole
process was churning away. Yes, I think churning’s quite the right word
(Jane: 31).

Jane’s learning focus here is clearly upon herself. Tom too found coming to terms with the
F.A.L. program itself, and the level of sharing and expressions of emotion involved, quite

disorienting.

But [ mean the first two days! I think a lot of us were in the same boat,
having grown up in the old paradigm, hitting this new paradigm of learning
was fairly unsettling, very unsettling in fact and I nearly walked out during
the first three days. [ mean I thought ‘This is crazy!” (Tom: 25).

Tom went on to use the analogy of sudden religious conversion in a manner similar to that

of Tennant and Keane.

I mean he (Luke) was saying What the hell is this all about?” And yet for
me [ mean that (other) course was absolutely life changing, it turned my life
around. It's like becoming a torn-again Christian or something like that. It's
like, I've seen the light! (Tom 29).

Geraldine’s description of her own experience of disorientation was very similar, and

delivered in a most animated way wh ch suggested the involvement of emotion:

So it was a very traumatic timz for me. ... I wasn't at all convinced that what
I'd been fed was valid. I was cuerying all sorts of things. And as soon as
Ross said ‘disorienting experi:nce’ I knew exactly what he was talking
about (Geraldine: 46).

My own reflection, by way of summary of all this at the end of day five of F.A.L. was that

the assumptions that we opercte out of are important because they are our
safety and survival. They are part of our consciousness and they act in the
interest of our survival. And that’s maybe why they are very emotional. But
I have to remember that they wre essentially an avenue to the past from
which they come. They are values and norms which have served me well in
the past, and out of which I hi ve acted, but they are not about the future and
they may not even be valid wiys of interpreting the present. And that’s the
value of the disorientation, to face that (John 2. 18).
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From reading and re-reading the transcripts of the interviews it seems apparent, therefore,
that both practitioners and participants were saying that the disorientating experience, the
experience of personal dilemma, was often painful and disorienting, but that it was also
often characteristic of very significant learning leading to transformation of personal
assumptions. Disorienting experienc2s not infrequently marked the beginnings of such
whole new approaches to issues for an individual - as in the references to and analogies
with religious conversion. Such challenging of inculturated ways of thinking and
processing information, such sudden flashes of insight, they believed could constitute the

“Aha!” (Geraldine: 113) experience lcading to revised personal meaning perspectives.

At the same time, however, as indicited above, some of my informants were saying that
transformation of personal perspecti ses might also be the result of a rational process of
careful critical reflection. In other circumstances it might be a combination of both, a
sudden resolution of observations an:l insights that had been building up for some time as
in the instance Geraldine referred to Whatever the process, there was general agreement
that such insights often come as a result of dealing critically with experiences of personal
disorientation, which leads to critica reflection upon oneself and one’s own assumptions
and frames of reference, and not just to re-evaluation of the particular issue itself. If these
personal frames of reference, these neaning perspectives as Mezirow called them, were
transformed at that level then many other aspects of knowledge learned in other ways seem
then to appear in a new and fresh con:ext. What then of the emotional component which so

many of those interviewed referred tc? Is that crucial to the process?

Emotional processes involved in tr: nsformative learning

From the comments of both practitioners and participants, cited above, my perception is
that strong levels of emotion are often associated with forms of personal disorientation
which following a demanding learnir g process can lead to new and transformed frames of
reference and habits of mind for individuals. The challenge of coming to terms with and
perhaps changing such deeply inculturated assumptions, value systems and attitudes was

not deemed by any of the participar ts to be easy or inviting. This supports the view of
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Mezirow (1978, 1981, 1991) who in describing the steps or phases leading to perspective
transformation has consistently seen ‘the disorienting dilemma” as the beginning of the
process of transformative learning. M oreover it appears undeniable that such experiences
of disorientation have emotional connotations and in emphasising critical reflection and
dialogue as the two major characteris:ics of transformative learning, Mezirow (26 - cited
above) reinforced the impression gained by many who read his work that he sees the
processes of transformative learning as primarily cerebral, an exercise of judgment and

will. Tennant drew attention to this du ‘ing my interview with him:

The things you hold very deeply ... they arouse you if they’re strongly
challenged. There are a number of people who say that Mezirow is very
cognitive. His approach is cognitive, especially in some of his earlier work.
[ think the content of the feelings, the emotional issues, is very important.
He [Mezirow] tends to talk [of transformative learning] as if it were an
intellectual process. Whereas i1 many cases it's an emotional process
(Tennant: 79).

Keane had a similar understanding of Mezirow’s position:

Often critical reflection is pres :>nted as if, provided you follow the logical
rational line of thought, you w 1l uncover your assumptions. My
understanding of it is that it is nore than that. It can't just be done at the
intellectual level, it's got to be the revisiting of the experience in toto. And
the meaning of it becomes cle: rer when you get in touch with the feelings
that resulted at the time (Kean:: 94).

During my interview with him, Mezirow did not, however, confirm these implied
criticisms expressed by Tennant and <eane - in fact he rejected them, and said that he too
now considered that sometimes it is the feelings which testify to the depth of one’s

inculturated meaning perspectives:

A frame of reference is not just a cognitive way of thinking, it's a way of
feeling. It has to do with affec ive learning, so all of those are tied together.
I think it's very important not ‘o reduce the notion of transformative
learning to some kind of cogn tive process. So much learning has nothing to
do with the use of words and 1naking meaning. I mean even intuition is
another form of critical reflection, it's essentially a form of non-verbal
critical reflection. So there's a lot that goes on that isn't cognition

(Mezirow: 62).
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This is not entirely consistent with what Mezirow had written in his earlier work and I
believe reflects some movement in h:s position. His ten “steps’ as outlined in 1978 and are
almost entirely cognitive, intellectnal processes. However, Mezirow has encouraged
scholarly dialogue on the nature and processes of transformative learning over twenty years
and, as already indicated above, in 1)91 he made additions to the second and the ninth of
his steps to include emotional involvement and the need to identify feelings associated with

assumptions as well as the assumptio1s themselves.

Walker agreed with Tennant and witl: Mezirow’s (62) position as he put it to me in the last
quotation cited. Walker then went ¢n to make the very perceptive comment that strong
feeling is often indicative of and rel: ted directly to the strength of a particular assumption

or personal value, and how closely it “eflects primary socialisation and inculturation:

It is not just intellectualised learning. I think that when you find a situation
of strong feelings there is a re 1sonable assumption the issue is about power
and possession. It doesn't mean that it’s wrong, it doesn't mean that they
want to reject it, but it is an indicator that there is something there that is
worth looking at and really as<ing what the assumptions are (Walker: 37).

In my own reflections on day 4 o’ the F.A.L. experience I came to much the same

conclusion:

[ think this implies in effect tf at wher we feel embarrassed or ashamed
when reflecting on what the values are that we have been acting out of, then
we need to acknowledge that. And maybe the more deeply we feel. the more
entrenched the value is. So we 're not just looking at a change in behaviour,
what we're looking at is the possibility of a change in the value system out
of which the behaviour comes (John 2: 70).

In the comments on this issue by th: participants during the interviews with them it was
clear that emotion for them often formed a significant element of both the disorienting
dilemma and the process of transforn ing assumptions. I refer again in this context to Jane’s

assertion previously cited on page 125:

And coming to grips with who I am was very painful. I don't know that I
... well Tdidn't like who I wes at first. But I've come to grips with that and
[ understand myself better. .And because I understand myself better ... It
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made me evaluate how I was with people and what I did and how 1 did it.
And I’ve changed (Jane: 35).

Tom expressed very much the same opinion, relating an anecdote from his own experience

in another learning program:

I was going through some personal problems at the time and the facilitator
said ... he'd go round and how was the week for each of us, that type of
thing. ‘How was your week Tom?’ ... ‘Oh, it was all right, all right’. “Tom,
what's this Tom, what's this?’ /ind the old foot's going up and down, up and
down. In other words there weie double signals. I'd say ‘Oh yes, ['m all
right’, but my body was saying ‘It was bloody awful [sic].” And so we
worked on that and out it comes, you know, my body's recorded all this
stuff (Tom: 87).

This comment of Tom’s offered a very appropriate illustration of the theoretical point made

by Newman on the same issue:

I mean if we talk about it being at a high level of awareness, a meta-
awareness, then there's going to be an engagement that will be very
powerful. If we are really goiny; through a change we're not just ... if we're
really re-thinking a whole section of our being then clearly there's going to
be very strong feelings associa'ed with such a strong engagement
(Newman: 108).

It seems clear from the perceptions of many of both the practitioners and participants cited
above that transformation of the structure of psycho-cultural assumptions which has “come
to constrain the way we see ourselv:s and our relationships ... reconstituting them and
acting upon these new understandings” (Mezirow 1981, p. 6) can be and very often is a
strongly emotional experience and this is why the term “disorienting” seems so
appropriate. As Geraldine said “as soon as Ross said ‘disorienting experience’ I knew
exactly what he was talking about” ((Geraldine: 46). The common thread running through
the responses is that despite the two >omments of Mezirow and Boud cited on page 132,
transformative learning was perceived by the participants as an emotional experience
because they saw it as involving transtormaticn of the self and the inculturated assumptions

and ways of thinking which are part o the selr.



Chapter 4: The Nature and Processes of Transfo -mative Lcarning 138

My perception by way of summary tl.erefore is that the people I interviewed on the whole
believed that learning which is about particulars and specifics, learning that involves
changes in what Mezirow described 1s “meaning schemes”, does not radically involve the
self and it does not so strongly involvz the emotions. On the other hand when they spoke of
more profound changes involving treir very self and the self-image they used language,
synonyms as it were, for what I perceived to be meaning perspectives. This emerges as a
key distinction between meaning schemes, that is, changes in one’s view of particulars and
specifics, from meaning perspectives, changes in fundamental personal orientation. As
cited in Chapter 2, Mezirow (1991, p. 35) maintained and Cranton (1994, p. 29) repeated
the view that a cluster of meaning schemes goes to make up a meaning perspective. This
seems consistent with the perceptions of those practitioners and participants above who

talked about accumulation in regard t» transformative learning.

I have no direct evidence from my research that once more radical change of meaning
perspective has been made, then the specifics and particulars of meaning schemes may well
be transformed in that they will thence forward be seen in an entirely new light. This is an
issue which for me arises from my research; it would repay further empirical investigation
but I can find no evidence to support it at this stage. I will return to it, however, in Chapter
6. Before moving on I wish to deal with another issue which was raised by several of those
interviewed, the surfacing of those perspectives which are so deeply inculturated that

people may not normally be always ¢nscious of them.

The subconscious and transformative learning

A number of those interviewed in spcaking of learning with the whole person and working
at the levels of both conscious critical reflection and honest awareness of personal feelings
also expressed the view that the processes of transformative learning might involve
meaning perspectives which are held within the subconscious as well as the conscious self.

Nelson made the point clearly:

I picked up from Boyd and M yers (1988), partly from them, partly from my
own experience I guess, and partly from Jung, that what Habermas and
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Mezirow were doing was worling at the level of the conscious. They (Boyd
and Myers) talked about the rcle of the subconscious in learning
(Nelson: 16).

Keane too referred to the role of the s 1bconscious in learning for transformation.

From my point of view some of the processes have got a lot to do with
the subconscious, which are >eyond the edge of your awareness, but
nevertheless which are guiding what you are thinking and what you are
doing. It often has its origins in primary socialisation and I am with
Mezirow on that (Keane: 40 .

Walker was of the same view and he offered the perceptive insight into the “road to
Damascus” experiences described by Tennant and Keane. He said that such disorienting
experiences may bring to conscious iwareness meaning perspectives that have been held
beneath the levels of consciousness They have remained largely unrecognised but are
brought suddenly to consciousness by the disorienting experience, whatever it might be. He

used an analogy to explain it:

I often think it (the new learni1g) may not really be as spontaneous as
people think. Maybe it’s ... it’.. like a burp - you know, you burp suddenly
but gasses have been building up within. Things have happened that you
are not entirely aware of and cuddenly it comes into consciousness. The
transformation is just the end sroduct of something that has been going on
at a subconscious level (Walk >r: 122).

Geraldine, one of the participants, in a passage already quoted in regard to another concept

s

expressed exactly this idea although 1 ot in technical language:

And I can remember in this pcriod of turmoil in my life working out that I
had never really believed it [a condemnatory attitude that she had to
homosexuality]. And that wa; a strange feeling for me ... [ knew it was
something that I'd known all ¢ long but that I had never known up in this
part of my brain. It was something, well, deep down (Geraldine: 113).

Geraldine clearly is describing bringing to conscious awareness something held at a deeper
concepts held at some subliminal level. Another participant, Paul, also saw transformative
learning as sometimes a way of coning to terms with values that are already held, but

beneath the level of overt consciousn :ss:
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Yes and that's where ... in mar y ways that's what I was trying to tell you
about, dealing with deep personal values. I think that we were getting to
look at what our values really are. Geiting them out of the subconscious,
getting them out into the open (Paul: 79).

It may be said also that a common pcreeption expressed during the interviews was that the
processes by which deeply held assuriptions and value systems come from subconscious to
conscious awareness, and are then su:.ceptible to critical reflection, is through the use of the
creative imagination and symbols. F oth participants and practitioners suggested that the
use of imaginative symbols was oft:n a way through to values and assumptions held at
lower levels of consciousness, assumr.ptions out of which individuals act but of which they

might not always be consciously awa e.

The imagination and transformatiye learning

The sixth and last day of the F.A.L. prograra began with the recitation of Gerard Manley
Hopkins® sonnet The Windhover by one of the participants, Sean. The recitation was
preceded by Sean’s setting the scene ind was accompanied by a subdued recorded selection
from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. The experience according to several of those interviewed,
and from my own reflection, set th: mood for the day which was marked by personal
reflection and imaginative sharing between participants. I noted in my recorded

recollections at the time:

It (the reading) was followed »y profcund silence which I appreciated but
misinterpreted. Sean too said 1e found it difficult to cope with the silence.
However when he raised this ssue later virtually all the others responded
that the silence for them was not disinterest but an imaginative resting with
the experience, and that for several this was very powerful (John 3: 44).

and again:

I noted during the program se veral times that when there were silences, and
Ross waited awhile and then ¢ aid ‘Shall we go on?’ quite a few times
people called out ‘No!” A few moments later someone raised something on
which others clearly also werc prepared to focus and spend time. So don't
fear silence, but after a while, ask! (John 3: 48).
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It seems then that there is a role for imaginative reflection in relation to transformative
learning, in this F.A.L. group’s exper ence at least. During my interview with him Mezirow

also commented upon the role of the :reative imagination:

Yes, you see . .. I'don't think that memory is just a matter of storage and
retrieval, [ think that what ha>pens is that you have some symbolic models
in your mind. And that what 1appens is that when you come to a situation,
what you do is imaginatively apply those models, it's like taking a
metaphor and saying, is that inetaphor appropriate to understand this
situation or is this metaphor « ppropriate? I think that the process that you
go through is a creative proce ss of using your imagination to interpret
reality on the basis of prior e:.perience. So it's . . . I think that imagination is
in many ways a tremendously important dimension of adult learning
(Mezirow: 171)

Nelson following his research supported this view. In reference to the linked roles of
remembering and imagining in transf ormative learning which was the focus of his research
he responded to my question on the issue by recalling a particular incident from his own

experience of working with adults. H> then commented:

I began to ask myself just hov- is it that we begin to undergo quite
extraordinary changes in our lives which involve our deeply seated value
systems. How can people be agents of change in their own lives? And |
wanted to find out whether ir agination could be an instrument in a process
of change (Nelson: 7).

He then went on to relate through the image of dance his own understanding of the value of
the imagination in coming to terms and perhaps critically reviewing deeply held

psychological and inculturated assumptions:

[ think transformative learning; really 1s a synthesis, a moving somewhere
between critical reflection anc imagining. They are like dance partners. You
know when people are dancinz, who's leading and who's not it doesn't really
matter, there's a time for ever thing. There's a time for imagining, and a
time for critical, rational refle :tion (Nelson: 22).

For Keane too, “symbols and images are often the basis of transformation” (Keane: 42),

and Newman said that it was his prac:ice

to get people to work on deve oping a metaphor for what they do.
developing a metaphor for the ir organisation and then getting them to work
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in pairs say, in which they unpack each others’ metaphors ... I mean one is
trying to get to a position where they reflect not so much on the reality but
the values and assumptions behind the reality. I then get them to write

another metaphor so they have he opportunity of revisiting their practice,
but with a different set of values, in a different metaphor (Newman: 165).

142

Tom, gave his view of the value of just such use of the imagination in group work,

reflecting upon his own experience of :t in the F.A.L. program:

I suppose the thing that I like about it is that it's a sense of adventure,
because it's like ... it's a bit like a dream, you never know what's going to
happen and anything can happen. And :he other thing is that particularly in
the way that it's processed through the small group, then the large group and
especially the journaling, it see ns to throw up new things, new ideas

(Tom: 77).

Sean, the participant who had done tte reading from Hopkins, commented in response to

his own reflection upon that experierce, and of the role of the imagination for profound

personal evaluation:

That's why I think imagining i¢ so powerful, that if you do get into that, if
you do let yourself into that sitiation where images are called up, it's very
powerful. 1 would lay no claini to understanding the process, or why it
happens, but I've certainly experienced it. The image occurs quite
independently of any rational thought and indeed the two processes can be
going on simultaneously (Sean: 58).

This seems a particularly valuable ins ght and it supports the views of Keane, Tennant and

Newman that transformation of meaiing perspectives is not something that follows an

orderly application of cognitive steps or procedures such as those suggested by Mezirow

and quoted in Chapter 2. Marion was positive about the role of the imagination in this type

of deep personal learning, commentin 3 that its influence upon her was profound:

For me, the biggest things was the imcgining exercises because out of them
['ve got confirmation, affirmat on. For the first time in my life I'm fighting
against order, conformity and ogic and I'm liking the experience

(Marion: 21).

Jane however, whilst acknowledging the power of imaginative evocation of symbols also

sounded a warning:
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I for one believe that you'd need to be heaps more skilled at guided
meditation and have some noti>n of counselling skills as well before you
could go into that. Even from . . even from the point of view of just being a
facilitator and not using guidec meditation, just imagining. There are other
considerations too. The level of confidentiality for example (Jane: 186).

The whole question of structuring the creative imagination as a procedure for facilitating
transformative learning and also the matter of ethical considerations will be taken further in
the next chapter in the section dealing with the implications for practice of the research.
There seems little doubt however, th:t the people being interviewed for this study clearly
did believe from their personal experiznce that a creative use of the imagination has a role
to play in helping learners bring to the surface and come to terms with some of their deeply
held psychocultural assumptions and "vays of looking at the world. The perception was that
such creative uses of the imagination sometimes makes possible critical evaluation with a
view to exploring new horizons and ¢pening the way to possible change. They saw such a
process as an approach from a new ind far less cognitive angle than logical analysis. It
promoted alternative ways of looking at things, enlarged the range of possibilities and
enabled meaning perspectives to be ilentified and discussed in an ethical non-threatening

atmosphere with a view to possible trinsformation.

CONCLUSION

My decision to use interviews rather "han written questionnaires as a way of gathering data
in answer to my questions appears to 1ave been vindicated by the results. The give and take
of dialogue during the interviews helped bring to what was previously for me a largely
theoretical discussion of the nature and processes of transformative learning an added
richness derived from narrative and example. The interviews have a colloquial flavour
arising from actual learning expericnces which gives them a sense of immediacy and
authenticity not always evident in re: ding the literature. Although this sense of immediacy
was to be expected from the particij ants in the F.A.L. program it proved to a significant
extent to be characteristic of interv ews with the practitioners as well. They seemed to
welcome the opportunity to relate what they had published to their own learning and to

their experience as educators.
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The persons interviewed by me perccived learning as the acquisition and processing of
knowledge on a day-to day-basis, much of it arguably in the instrumental and
communicative domains, and much of it involving changes in those particular and specific
areas which Mezirow refers to as meaning schemes. Such changes - it seems to me not
entirely logical to call them transtormations - may or may not contribute to the
transformation of the entire meaninz perspective of which they are a part, of those
inculturated assumptions, frames of rc ference and habits of mind a person has acquired in
that particular area during his or her lifetime up to that point. It is to this second form of
learning - a significant change in a meaning perspectives - that people saw the term

“transformative” as applying.

My informants confirmed that they had experienced themselves and observed in others
transformation of what could be des:ribed as meaning perspectives arising from certain
experiences of disorientation. They saw such learning as involving levels of emotion
because of its deeply personal natur: and because in a very real sense the individuals
involved were being compelled by cir:umstances to challenge meaning perspectives which
for them had become part of their vey self, part of how they saw themselves. There was
general support for the view that trinsformative learning so described is not merely a
cognitive process and it was unlike y to be achieved by following a logical series of
sequential steps. The view was expressed by « number that the levels of associated emotion

often reflected the depth at which the >sycho-cultural assumptions concerned were held.

Critical reflection and discourse in a context in which there is respect and trust were
described by many of those interview ed as positive in their effects and likely to assist the
identification and clarification of assumptions and an opening of possibilities for
transformation. Others saw transformation of meaning perspectives as something which at
times occurred over a period and a¢ not necessarily the result of sudden or particularly
disorienting experience. However, still others indicated that they believed that an
apparently sudden transformation mizht in fact be the result of a realisation or conviction
about something which had been qu etly building up at lower levels of consciousness for
some time, as it may have been for Saul of Tarsus when he had that extraordinary

experience on the road to Damascus. This raised the question of the role of the
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subconscious in regard to the trans ormation of inculturated assumptions and meaning
perspectives and the issue emergec for me as significant enough to warrant further

examination than it has been possible to undertake in my present project.

Both practitioners and participants ag ‘eed with the appropriateness of the use of terms such
as “emancipatory” “liberating” and “transformative” in association with transformative
learning and in this they supported Mezirow’s original linking of such learning with
Habermas® emancipatory domain of knowledge and human interests. There was a clear
indication also, especially from the "vomen participants, that transformative learning had
the potential to be empowering for irdividuals and this has been taken up in a recent book
by Cranton (1994) to which I have referred .n Chapter 2. There was little evidence in the
interviews, however, to support the view expressed in the literature by Collard and Law
(1989), Hart (1990a) and Thompsor (1993) that transformative learning ought also and
more appropriately be seen as associited with community empowerment and political and
social change. Although the practitioners believed this latter issue was at least arguable it
seemed to be outside the experience or at least the immediate interest of the participants

involved in my research.

Both practitioners and participants or the whole supported the view that there was more to
transformation of inculturated assumptions and meaning perspectives than could be
attributed to normal psychological development. They saw the term “‘emancipatory” as
including experiences which were healing for individuals and therapeutic, in the everyday
as distinct from the clinical sense of hat terra. Several participants confirmed that this had
in fact been their experience of learning which had transformed some of their own personal
assumptions and attitudes. Based upon their experience they too believed that
transformative learning as an approach to learning had potential for healing and personal

growth which they had experienced 11 their own lives.

From participants there was a favourable response to Keane’s use during the F.A.L.
program of the imagination and evocative symbols as ways of bringing strongly held
assumptions and value systems fron subconscious to conscious awareness where they

might be susceptible to personal crit.cal reflection as well as discourse and dialogue with
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others. Keane’s approaches in this arca were supported by Nelson’s recent research and the
comments of Newman and Walker. Such processes may however require levels of skilled
facilitation beyond that of most ficilitators of adult learning and reservations were

expressed by a number of those interviewed 11 this regard.

It seems appropriate now to bring this analysis of the interviews from the perspective of the
nature and processes of transformativz learning to a conclusion. Chapter 5 deals with more
practically oriented considerations associated with the perceptions of those interviewed
regarding the procedures which facili ate transformative learning, and their implications for

practice.



CHAPTER 5
THE PROCEDURES AND IMPLICATIONS OF TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING

Chapter 5 considers the results of the research in relation to the third and fourth of the four
questions which formed the basis of the interviews with the practitioners and the
participants, and my own perceptiors recorded at the time as participant observer in the
F.A.L. program. These questions de«l with the procedures of facilitation and implications
of transformative learning. Of their nature they are more practically oriented than those
addressed in Chapter 4 which have dcalt principally with theoretical issues arising from the
nature of transformative learning and perceptions of the internal processes through which
learners move in identifying, critici lly reflecting upon and transforming their meaning

perspectives.

In Chapter | the term “procedures” wvas defined as those strategies or structures perceived
to be effective in enabling and prom oting processes of transformative learning. Although
the question of the implications ol transformative learning was raised with all those
interviewed their responses indicatec that they did not on the whole consider treatment of
this issue to be separate from the quit: lengthy responses they were already giving in regard
to their experience of procedures cr stratezies. For this reason, and in order to avoid
unnecessary repetition, I have decid:d to trzat the questions of procedures and practical
implications together. The one additional anc. very significant implication which was raised
by many, however, was that of ‘he ethical considerations in regard to facilitating
transformative learning. The finding: of my research in this area are dealt with separately

in the latter part of Chapter 5.

PROCEDURES FOR FACILITATIN G TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING

[n my use of the word “procedures” | emphasise once again that by that term 1 do not mean

contrived strategies or structures des gned to enable facilitators to manipulate learners into
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making transformations in certain directions which they (the facilitators) deem desirable. A
number of those interviewed were at pains to point out that this would be unethical, and
during the interviews I ensured that all those to whom I spoke understood the way I was
using the word “procedures” and that [ was concerned with their perception of strategies
effective in providing opportunities for learners to discern “how and why the structure of
psycho-cultural assumptions has come to constrain the way they see themselves and their

relationships” (Mezirow 1981, p. 6).

Much of the discussion of procedures and implications in this present chapter will be seen
to derive logically from the understardings the people interviewed already had about the
nature and processes of transformative learning. However, as in the previous chapter, the
nuances which personal experience aid anecdote gave to the theoretical concepts being
discussed made the concepts more intelligible and more relevant to actual learning
situations. The analysis of the responies given in this chapter endeavours to differentiate
wherever possible between the peiceptions of the two groups - practitioners and
participants. It has in addition endea /oured o take note of what I myself recorded and
those things which were not said, or siid by few. It was necessary also for me as researcher
to bear in mind that the perceptions of the participants in particular would to some extent at
least have been influenced by the vicws of Keane whose F.A.L. experience they had so

recently completed.

On this basis expectations that the practitioners and participants would in response to the
question about procedures speak of tie creation of appropriate learning environments, of
the implementation of strategies whi:h have to do with critical reflection upon personal
experience, of critical reflection upon the self, of attendance to personal feelings, of
engaging in discourse and dialogue of journal writing, autobiography and the use of
metaphor and the creative imaginatio proved to be true. However, it bears repeating that
the findings of my research are limited to the extent that as a qualitative study, they are
based not upon absolutes but upor peoples’ perceptions. The strength of the study,
however, is that the practitioners inclade many of the leading contributors to the literature

in the ficld who are also teachers wnd adult learners in their own right, and that the



Chapter 5: Procedures and Implications of Transformativ > Learning 149

participants’ views were based upon recent personal and reflective experience as learners

over a substantial period, much of which [ myszlf observed.

Creating an appropriate learning en /ironment

One of the very first issues raised in regard to the strategies appropriate to facilitating
transformative learning by a significant number of those interviewed was that this form of
learning is not something which can be easily structured, or turned on at will by a well-
intentioned facilitator. It was seen to te far too complex, too intimate, too much involved
with the self- image and self-understar ding of individual learners. Transformative learning
involves identifying and subjecting tc critical analysis one’s own meaning perspectives,
and deciding to change them. In the final ana'ysis that can only be done by the individual

learner. Walker pointed out:

[ don't think you can bring it (transformative learning) on at 10 o'clock on a
Friday morning. But I think yo:1 can within the context of an educational
program create situations wher: you would expect the people to have that
type of experience (Walker: 122).

Boud’s view was very similar:

The idea that there's something called transformative learning for which you
or I could design a learning activity or event and put people through it and
they'd come up transformed at the end ... I'm rather more cautious and
sceptical about that. But I thin< that there are things that facilitators can do
which create a climate in whic1 transformative learning is more rather than
less likely to occur. But it's a b gger step to say that you can design a
process to make it happen (Bod: 23).

Mezirow had much the same view:

You can't just ask someone, ‘Do you want to become critically reflective
of your assumptions?’ It would be ridiculous to do that with people. But
what you can do is say, ‘We"e going to look at the problems, including
the problems that I see as we | as you’ (Mezirow: 158).
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Newman whilst agreeing with thesz reservations pointed out that in his view it was
nevertheless possible for facilitator: to develop optimal learning situations, favourable
learning climates where the very personal shift in assumptions and values involved in
transformative learning might be ren lered more likely, bearing in mind of course that it is
always an essentially individual and personal experience. Newman saw Mezirow’s great
contribution as moving the debate frcm where such transformation was simply observed to
more formal learning situations structured in such a way that people could be challenged
and could challenge themselves to consider the real values, motives and assumptions out of

which they were operating. Newman continued:

The other side of the coin is o~ course that by promoting and helping
develop the concept of transfc rmation in learning and trying to give it a
central role, a more encompassing role, he (Mezirow) has shifted us away
from just observing and given us the opportunity to examine environments
which encourage it (Newman 33).

Keane said that he consciously worked at creating an appropriate learning climate for his

F.A.L. program right from the beginning:

One of the things I believe in very strongly is that the norms of a program
are pretty well set very early and I know that as a facilitator I can shape
those norms by what I do and how I do it. It’s very important, for example
that these norms are positive : nd welcoming and respecting and supportive,
as well as challenging when tliey need to be (Keane: 140).

Participants strongly endorsed Keaie’s efforts in this direction, seeing them as very

significant for the success of the program. Jane, for example, volunteered that in her view

Ross' climate-setting started the whole thing ... when you look at all of us
individually we're such a disp wrate group of people. But the climate brought
us together in a non-threatenii g way. It was a liberating feeling, allowing
yourself, freeing yourself to b you. He worked very hard on getting that
dialogue going between people (Jane: 122).

Tom made a very similar comment acout his experience of F.A.L. - “the environment was
conducive and warm and friendly (Tom: 104) ... a whole new energy arose and we (he and
Luke) both agreed how very differen® it was from when we began” (Tom: 120). For Paul it

was “an experience of feeling included, the creation of the environment was such that



Chapter 5: Procedures and Implications of Transforme tive Learning 151

people began to share, and the sharit g was rapid and all-embracing” (Paul: 124). For Jane
the sense of trust within the group mrade possible genuine critical reflection upon personal

attitudes and assumptions about learr ing:

[ really think it was those group processes, allowing people to own the
group, giving the group control. I'd say that I felt as close to the group at the
end of the second day as I did at the end of the sixth. I told them, people in
that group - I've even told you today - more things than I would have ever
spoken about even to my clos :st friends. Because there was this feeling of
respect (Jane: 130).

The perceptions of these participarts supported the practitioners’ view that setting an
appropriate group learning climate was very significant for transformative learning.
Participants saw openness characteri:ed by trust and respect within the group as important,
with the facilitator being creative and perceptive yet somehow also on a similar learning
curve to the participants. Little of this is new in the area of adult learning of course and
implicit in many of the comments n ade to me, such as those above, was the assumption
that transformative learning is part oi the general area of adult learning and it is facilitated
by many of those established strateg es which one associates with adult learning in group
situations as outlined in Chapter 2. They are consistent with the model of conditions for the
learning of teachers postulated by Holliday (1995) for example. Holliday found that there
needs to be genuine commitment of the self to learning, learning for meaning which has
personal significance for the learner, -ollegiality and support from discourse with peers and

positive action by the learner.

There was, however, something morc in Keane’s F.A.L. approach. I noted, as a participant
observer that he too joined in tie various activities, for example that involving
communication through miming and eye contact rather than language. It was clear to me
that he like the rest of the group was not entirely comfortable in the situation but it was a
valuable contribution in that he offer:d a role model and others were encouraged to follow
suit. The collective awkwardness began to bzar fruit in that participants reported that they
felt more free to challenge themselves and one another and although feeling vulnerable,
they were also encouraged by the hor estly expressed vulnerability of others. Setting such a

learning climate for the F.A.L. program right from the beginning where all were accepted
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as equals was important if the proc:ss of critical reflection upon the self followed by
discourse and dialogue were to be fu ly effective. Both Keane and Mezirow stressed the
necessity of critical reflection upon the self if inculturated assumptions and meaning

perspectives were to be identified and subjected to critical scrutiny.

Structuring critical reflection upon the self

Bearing in mind the virtual unanimity amcngst practitioners about the crucial role of
critical reflection upon the self in rcgard to transformative learning, as outlined in the
previous chapter, it is perhaps not swprising that these same practitioners emphasised the
necessity of achieving in-depth reflec ion upon the self which would get learners past the
specifics and particulars of meaning s:hemes and instrumental learning in order to identify
and acknowledge meaning perspectives and inculturated assumptions about themselves and
their worlds. It is worth repeating that what is being referred to here is structuring for
critical reflection upon oneself and one’s zssumptions and inculturated value systems
(meaning perspectives), not merely specific attitudes to particular issues (meaning
schemes), much less chit chat and reminiscence about one’s experience. Mezirow in
addressing my question about approgriate procedures for critical self-reflection was very

definite on this point:

Well yes, there was a series o~ exercises to force people, to force them,
and I use the word advisedly, to become critically reflective of their
assumptions - at first criticall 7 reflective of assumptions outside
themselves and then critically reflective of their personal assumptions.
There was a series of exerciscs that had that as an objective

(Mezirow: 104).

Mezirow did not however, enlarge upon what these exercises were. Keane made the point
that whatever the procedures were th:y needed a sense of immediacy, they needed to be

about real experience. He saw little va ue in rcle plays and simulations.

The way that I run the programr I'm trying to help people think through to
their own entrenched positions What [ find is that people come to these
courses expecting to get procec ures. They want to know how you go about
presenting this or that, what mi kes a good lecture. But you’ve got to be
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about real experience. [ don't th nk you can give another person your
cognitive framework. They hav: got to come to it themselves (Keane: 104).

Newman by contrast did see some val 1e in role plays, but with qualifications, because he

too insisted on true-to-life situations and the need for careful debriefing:

In debriefing you can get them to examine and discuss the values and
assumptions underlying their actions in the role play and the values and
assumptions underlying their actions in real life. You can get them to
examine what informs their decisions and their actions ... and how they can
subtly alter them (Newman: 173).

Tennant (244) said that “using questidning to probe for assumptions is very important”.
Tom, based upon his experience, supported this view but for him the challenge was to get

the group to ask the questions as well ¢s the facilitator:

Somehow, I need to get the groap asking the questions and answering them.
[ need not back away from the ension of providing a threshold or impasse
for them to work through, to pracess, because it is in the processing that real
learning will occur (Tom: 34).

Boud’s comment on the need for such strategies was similar:

So it's a question of getting pec ple to respect their own experience but
creating events which enable ttem to go beyond their normal way of doing
things. So that not only do they feel the need to review their previous
practice, but there's some foruri wheredy they can explore and try things
out. Be different in some sense (Boud: 212).

Neither Tom’s nor Boud’s comments apply exclusively to the transformation of
inculturated meaning perspectives ¢nd thev represent sound learning procedures for
virtually any adult learning context. But Mezirow, like Keane, was unapologetic about

’

structuring situations which would get learners “out of their comfort zones™ and virtually
compel them to put themselves under pressure to assess their assumptions: “I deliberately
try to make people uncomfortable about being critically reflective of themselves, simply so
that they won’t approach that task in ¢ routine way” (Mezirow: 120). My own perception at
the time was that the approach of Mezirow and Keane was more likely to raise the stukes

and get people into the area of ident fying their real assumptions and taken-for-granteds,
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their meaning perspectives in shor. Only in this way could they become sufficiently
involved to experience exactly how transformation of meaning perspectives was different

from what they were calling “normal ’ learning.

Structuring procedures to get adult | :arners to reflect critically upon themselves and their
assumptions therefore, for the peorle interviewed emerged as a priority for genuinely
transformative learning to occur. Ard as indicated in the earlier discussion of processes,
getting people involved and out of tt eir comfort zones was not something which could be
achieved easily, or without quite significant involvement of personal feeling. It secems
appropriate and logical at this stage taerefore to consider what my informants’ perceptions
were of procedures which might tal e into account and turn to advantage the emotional
aspect of adults coming to terms v/ith psycho-cultural assumptions and value systems

through critical self-reflection.

Attendance to personal feelings

Accepting the perception of many of those interviewed and cited earlier in Chapter 4 that
personal emotion and feelings are a :ignificant element in the processes of transformative
learning, practitioners might have b:en expected to comment upon how this realisation
affected the procedures they used in its facil tation. This proved to be the case. Keane put

his view strongly and gave his reasons:

Critical reflection is reflection when you bring into play the whole self and
especially the feelings, when rou go tarough the whole of the experience
that you are revisiting, including how you felt about it at the time. This can't
be done just at the intellectual level, it's got to be the revisiting of the
experience in toto and the meaning of it becomes clear when you get in
touch with the feelings that resulted at the time (Keane: 94).

Tennant too was quite definite abou the procedural implications which resulted from his
belief that strong feelings were o’ten associated with revisiting one’s assumptions.

Moreover he saw such feelings as pri narily arising from conflict:

My view of learning generally and transformative learning in particular is
that there's always some internal psychological conflict involved. Without
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that internal psychological coflict you can't progress. Either it's an internal
emotional conflict or an internal cognitive conflict which requires
resolution. Often that internal conflict is engendered by some kind of
external conflict between peoole, so that's an important element, to have
some kind of conflici, a different point of view. ... Conflict generates new
ideas, as does the attempt to r:solve conflict (Tennant: 73).

When asked what he considered tke procedural implications of this might be Tennant
indicated that he believed that fa:ilitating transformative learning when it involved
significant levels of emotion required considerable skill but it was very important to deal
appropriately with such feelings. “I'" in effect you anaesthetise feeling out of a learning
session then you’re going to lose soinething, aren't you?” (Tennant: 79). This is in part at
least an ethical consideration and Ter nant continued “How can we disorient people without
totally disorienting them? How can we get them a little at least out of their comfort zones?”

(Tennant: 237).

Keane agreed with Tennant’s view about the significance of conflict and tension and
indicated that as facilitator he did nct automatically step in and help people cope with the
stress arising in particular learning situations because therein might well lie the possibility

of change and growth:

I mean you don't like a situati >n where you are feeling confused or put
down, or not coping very wel . Embarrassment maybe. And it 1s those
feelings that will drive you to try and make sense of it all. The thing that
drives you on to keep workiny; it out, to keep approaching it, to keep trying
to make sense of it, is the emctional tit (Keane: 66).

Nelson made reference to an “edgz” by which he meant an emotional indication of

readiness to begin the process of criti zal reflection

I think it's important also not o hold people back from the edge. A sensitive
approach, but nevertheless no: to hold them back from the edge. You need
sensitivity but there's a need for tension sometimes and you've got to hold
things, while people work the r way through it (Nelson: 64).

Tom agreed but took a more pragmatic view. showing that he understood the issue, the fact

that pain and embarrassment may prc vide avenues for personal growth:
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That's why I guess a therapist is always interested in an edge, because as
soon as you've got an edge, you've got something to work on ... It's the old,
‘No pain, no gain’ type of stu T I think. I look back on my life and often my
major learning experiences w >re ones where I had to say ‘Gee, I stuffed
that, what am I going to do ncw!” Youa know ... being in a place of great
discomfort (Tom: 112).

In reading my personal reflections at the end of day 4 of F.A.LL. when we had been
considering this issue for some considerable time I found that I had used a very similar

phrase.

People can get over-pastoral. He (Keane) said ...'Let them go to the edge,
don't let them go over, but let them go to the edge a bit, let them cry and
don't give them too much comfort because that's important to them and if
you're too comforting, maybe you stop them confronting the things they
need to confront.' I think Ros: is right on this. And he trusts the group to
look after one another (John Z: 223).

My experience during the F.A.L. program was that the group followed Keane’s model in
this, people began to work through iome of their own agenda and the groups of which I
was part grew to be less intimidated by silences for example. Individuals as a result were
given space and time by the groups cf which they were a part to explore their thinking, not
infrequently with the help of perceptive comments and questioning. They were able to
share stories about their own learning and their facilitation of learning experiences, and not

infrequently what they perceived as their failures - which required some courage.

My general conclusion from all this was that procedures for facilitating adult learning do
need to take account of associated :motion and personal feelings. People in the groups
began to acknowledge that conflict «ind tension at times may indicate where assumptions
are perhaps deepest, with possible change affecting self-image and one’s sense of personal
equanimity. They saw the question o maintaining an emotional “edge” as significant, both
as an indication of readiness and as »ossible focal points of new learning about their own
ways of looking at the world. They began to see that such pressure points, if honestly
explored and faced, had the potential at least to be launching pads as it were for movements
towards honest reappraisal and resolt tion. Implicit in their comments too was the view that

the group was very important as 1 means of dealing with emotions associated with
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transformative learning. This goes rigat back to Mezirow’s original assertion during my
interview with him that the key procedures for transformative learning after critical

reflection are discourse and dialogue.

Group work, discourse and dialogue

As indicated in Chapter two, a central theme in virtually all the literature of adult learning
is the key role given to group work, dit course and dialogue. As a context for adult learning,
group work is at least as old as Plato’:. Republic - and it is assigned a central role in adult
learning in the work of contemporary writers such as Knowles (1980, 1984), Brookfield
(1991b), Merriam (1991), Cranton (1¢92) and the practitioners interviewed for this study.
Adults learn from one another through challenging and being challenged and in a well
structured and well facilitated group they find it increasingly difficult not to face such
issues as the validity and the implications of cpinions they express. Such implications will
at times include the basic assumptions and concepts which underlie their opinions and this
can be quite disconcerting - Luke’s conment already quoted by Tom (p.136) comes readily
to mind - “What the hell is this all about?” (Tom: 29). The question is whether the
challenging which occurs in discourse and dialogue has value as a way towards

identification and genuine transformat on of perspectives.

Mezirow during the interview described discourse and dialogue as “essential for validating
and justifying beliefs and interpretatio 1s not amenable to empirical testing” (Mezirow: 26).
My own experience of a particular incident during the F.A..L. group on day five is

interesting in this regard and in fact ccnfirmed Mezirow’s view:

The group were on the topic, interacting and interested. Not only one
person's wisdom was being usc d. I thought the best part about this was that I
was actually learning from a d'ssection of others' experiences - from their
honest expression of feeling - that they have the same problems, the same
anxieties at times. En masse thay all lcok perfectly composed and in
command, yet in the groups it wvas clear that often this was not so. And they
seemed to welcome the chance to test things within the group (John 3: 14).
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Earlier, at the end of the second cay, I had recorded similar recollections of a group

evaluation of the day’s work:

‘The atmosphere made it OK', one person said. Tom, the chap who was
leading the activity, said that 1e was a little put out and felt self conscious
when people were laughing. Biut the group told him ‘No, that wasn't our
reaction at all, we were just enjoying ourselves in an embarrassed sort of
way. We were totally preoccupied with ourselves’. Then people talked
about the question of risk in lcarning, that miming wasn't something that
they normally did. Oddly enogh, I felt the frank admission of
embarrassment actually built heir confidence in the group (John 1: 40).

When I raised this with her Marion riade a very similar comment, and gave an example of

just such a significant experience for her:

We were in the big group ani I can remember I said something about it
being easy to do some things when you have a role to play. Like when I
was a school principal. But when it's just me ... I find it really hard to
come to terms with that. And I said "Gosh I'm a bit of an idiot’. And
Chanel jumped straight in ar d said ‘Yes [ understand that.” Because her
experience in Chicago was very similar. The whole group said ‘We can
really understand how your : elf-esteem can be tied in with your role’
(Marion: 1 18).

Walker too, agreed during my intzrview with him that whilst from his perception,
transformation of values and assumptions was intensely personal, nevertheless a significant

role had to be assigned to group work in the process:

Group work I think is a very i nportant dimension of it. It is often
recognised that it is in group vvork that we realise we are perceiving things
differently. If you are in a like-minded group or like-minded culture you
think there is only one way of doing things (Walker: 29).

Tennant expressed much the same¢ view, agreeing with Mezirow about the role of

significant others in justifying beliefs and interpretations. He too made the point that he

believed the group often had a key ro e in validating transformation for the individual:
There often needs to be some kind of person outside the self who anoints. It

has to be socially endorsed. That's where I think it’s important for
transformative learning not to occur one to one, but to occur in a group
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situation where the facilitator doesn't play the guru role at all, doesn't do the
anointing. It's so often the group that does that best (Tennant: 179).

This view was supported by Geraldiie who said that in this sense she had found the
experience of group work very helpfu in clarifying ideas about her personal commitment

to her church.

So I decided after that that I don't want a church that isn't on about healing
and I'm not interested in the rul:s, laws and regulations. I'm very determined
that this shouldn't be decided fcr me ... it has been transformative learning
for me just talking that through (Geraldine: 433).

Geraldine appears to be using the word “transformative” very generally here but she is
making the point that in the final analysis the .dentification and transformation of meaning
perspectives is always going to be a very personal thing - the individual chooses to make a
change or chooses not to do so. Much of what I have reported above about group process
would apply to group work in any effcctive adult learning situation and what people were
describing were in many instances appropriate and well-established adult learning
strategies. As 1 have pointed out above, with F.A.L., Keane was conducting a program
whose aim was to introduce experient ally this group of people involved with the learning
of adults to a variety of learning stri tegies, including those which made transformative
learning possible. What Keane told me that he especially wished the participants to
understand, however, was the nature : nd processes of transformative learning and how a
grasp of this particular form of learn ng can be very helpful to them in structuring their
work with adults. But he emphasised that the F.A.L. program is not designed to get people

to change in particular pre-determined directions.

From my experience of interviewing it length six of the participants the F.A.L. program I
believe the program did in many cases help these people to become critically aware of
some of their personal meaning perspectives which in hindsight they perceived as having
come to constrain the way they saw tiemselves and their relationships (Mezirow 1981). [
have given above instances from the interviews which support this conviction. However,
transformation of one’s personal m:aning perspectives is always the decision of the

individual and I agree with Tennant ttat “It [transformative learning] is quite rare learning,
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to change one's world view” (Tennart: 131). The F.A.L. groups were places for affirmation
as well as challenge, and concepts about which individuals might be uncertain could be
identified, checked and modified. and often were. But ultimately transformation of
meaning perspectives is deeply per:onal and individual - it is not in my view a group
process although Tennant’s comm:nt that the group can help validate and endorse
transformation is perceptive. The question arises therefore of whether any procedure or
effective learning strategies emerged from the interviews and the F.A.L. experience that
seemed to be effective in enabling individuals to move further once certain assumptions
and meaning perspectives were identified. One answer to that question which certainly did
emerge from the interviews was the writing of personal journals following group learning

experiences. This needs now to be considered.

Personal journal writing

The writing of personal journals was used a good deal by Keane and it was mentioned by a
number of those interviewed as a significant procedure. It was perceived as offering
personal space for focusing critical 12flection more directly upon the self. Journal writing
as presented by Keane involves adult learners taking quiet time to write down honestly and
truthfully the results of critical reflection upon their assumptions and personal situations.
Keane, the facilitator of F.A.L., urged all participants to keep a journal during the program
and I noted that he often chose the noment for allocating time to journal writing after a
particularly demanding activity or pcriod of group work. He described journal writing as
most relevant and valuable for trans ormative learning because “what it makes you do is

articulate to yourself what it is that’s ctually going on for you” (Keane: 122).

Because it was significant for my research, during the program [ devoted more time and
attention to recording reflections upo>n my own assumptions about learning than I might

have done in other circumstances. In his regard [ noted at the end of the fourth day:

It strikes me more each time I write ir. this journal that it is a very valuable
technique because it stops whit I’'m learning just flowing away. It stops the
learning being incidental only. it makes it rather more specific and more
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conscious, more focused. Frory my having to reflect on it and write it down
honestly I think it’s more likely to get right through and to last (John 2: 74).

Walker too said that he recommeided journal writing in his work and thought it
particularly valuable for transforma ive learning, commenting that it was not only an

intellectual experience but that one’s eelings too should be recorded:

Once you engage people at the actual level of their experience, feelings
begin to emerge and I find wit1 journwls you are often working at
transformation, you can actually ask them what their feelings are, feelings
that have been there as they h: ve worked through the material. And why
they think they are there (Walter: 132).

Sean, said that he found journal wri ing a procedure which was for him stimulating and

conducive to personal growth:

Yes, and the beauty of that is, that it helps you get it out. You can then say,
‘“What does that represent in te rms of my feeling and experience and my
attitude towards this thing, ho v much of it do I want to share?’ It leads you
to another level of decision muking. If you write the same thing ten days
later, maybe it'll come out differently. But that’s growth (Sean: 251).

The perceived value of journal writing was also endorsed by Marion in a very personal

anecdote:

I went home on the Wednesd: y night and I thought ‘I'm going to write
about just a few things that hiwve been on my mind the last twelve months.’
And I sat down and I wrote for two hours. You know, what you write at
midnight isn't necessarily whet you think the next morning at seven o'clock
when vou re-read it. But I read it the next morning when I was having my
breakfast, and I didn't tear it u»>. And it's been really very liberating. The
things that I wrote down that ! just haven't had the courage to deal with
(Marion: 89).

The type of learning Marion is descr bing here sounds very much like the identification of
basic assumptions and meaning pe spectives, especially in regard to her last sentence
“things that I wrote down that I just haven't had the courage to deal with”. Scveral others,
both practitioners and participants. said much the same thing. The only significant

difference of opinion on the issue of journal writing as a procedure for evaluating personal
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experience including one’s values aid assumptions was between Keane and Boud. Boud
maintained that if a journal was as intensely personal as it should be, people ought not be
pressed to share it with others, whereas for Keane it was an exercise which he asked people
to submit to him. If Boud is right in :aying that having to submit a journal might adversely
affect the absolute candour of what s written it is also true that submitting a journal to a
facilitator is in a sense a continuatior of a dialogue. That was Keane’s view. Boud did say,
however, that he often asked participnts in his programs to submit to him towards the end
of a program a personal written evalt ation of what they had learned - how they viewed and
felt about their learning experiences .ind especially about things that had changed for them.
He said that he encouraged them ‘o support what they said by quotations from their
journals. It remains a moot point, and there seems value in both arguments. The general
view of journal writing, however, fro n both practitioners and participants, was that it was a
helpful procedure for adults in regar i to learning, one which could at times be personally

transforming. So also was the suppor for writing down all or part of one’s life story.

Autobiography and critical reflectin

A specialised form of writing relat:d to the personal journal which elicited a positive
response from many of those interviewed in regard to its relevance to the present
discussion of strategies which promote transformative learning was autobiography.
Autobiography as a procedure for identifying, re-examining and perhaps transforming
psychocultural assumptions can take i relatively straightforward form, such as that referred

to by Mezirow in my interview with him:

One of the best devices that we had for that was life histories, life histories
where they really get deeply i1volved in each others' stories. ... what were
the turning points in these pec ples’ lives, what were the influences, what
were the learnings that brougl t them rogether in this kind of self
identification (Mezirow: 108)?

Nelson had much the same view of the value of journal writing but his research took it
much further. He submitted his doc oral thesis on the role of the autobiography and the

imagination in transformative learninz early in 1995. During my interview with him later in
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that year he spoke of his experience of facilitating the re-creation of life stories and
expressing them through autobiograph:’ as a procedure which he had found very powerful -
often for those with whom the story vzas shared as well as for the writer her/himself. By
way of illustration he referred to a cor temporary autobiography written by the Australian-
American academic and former presicent of Smith College in the United States, Jill Ker

Conway, commenting that

autobiography will so often be .in account of transformative learning if it is
in any way genuine. It's the way in which I've traced my own
transformation. ... I think anott er good example is Jill Ker Conway's The
Road from Coorain. I think it's a very seminal book and that's why it's so
popular. She seems to connect the peogle and the influences in her life and
she explores how that has framed her life. And people relate to that. It’s
what fascinates us (Nelson: 42)

Nelson went on in reference to his ow 1 research to extend the concept of autobiography in

creative and imaginative directions:

[ began to see that one’s life stcry wasn't just fuzzy data, it was constructed
and re-constructed reality. As these guys began telling and re-telling their
stories they began changing them (Nelson: 14). ... And their stories began to
be characterised by an increasing sense of reality and also comfort. Through
writing and sharing their storie: they gradually come to the stage where they
could see through what was go ng on (Nelson: 18).

Nelson found that the people he worked with said that autobiography had helped them
come to terms with why their assumptions, value systems and ‘taken for granteds’ were
what they were, and how they saw stch assumptions as finding expression in their lives,
for both good and ill. Nelson saw th:'s deeply personal articulation of cogent forces in a
person’s life as a powerful stimulus fcr personal growth and coming to terms with change.
It opened the way for transformation made it possible for people to think laterally as it
were and to explore alternatives to attitudes they had and positions they had taken,
principally because of inculturated ssumptions about what was right and what was
worthwhile in life. Crucial to this exloration of their own life story was sharing it, and
critically reflecting upon it with oth:rs in an environment of attentiveness and mutual

respect.
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At the time of my interview with 1im Nelson’s thesis had been submitted but not yet
approved and only Boud and Tennan: seemed aware of his work. [ had private access to the
thesis but not permission to quote f-om it. However I did have access to Nelson’s 1994
journal article which describes his rcsearch and why it was undertaken. None of the other
participants in the F.A.L. progran spoke of formal autobiography in relation to
transformative learning. However frcm the quotations already cited in many places above it
1s clear that they did bring to their learning critical reflection upon aspects of their own
personal histories which they felt free to share with others. It was my perception that as a
result they were helped to understand better their own life experience and the assumptions

and value systems which had shaped it.

Structuring the creative imaginaticn

Nelson’s research referred to above s concerned not just with the autobiography but with
the creative imagination often associited witn it, and with the potential of both together for
personal transformation. Nelson saw the use of the imagination as spontaneous at times but

also as open to being creatively facili ated:

What I'm saying is that one of the wayvs through transformative learning or
through critique to transform: tive learning is the imagination. There are two
types of imagination, there's spontaneous imagination which is outside one's
control and the other is contrclled (Nelson: 56).

Nelson’s point here of moving “throagh critique to transformative learning” is particularly
apt. The point he is making is tha it is not the images or symbols that achieves the
transformation but rather the expericnce of critical reflection upon them from an entirely
new angle or perspective. He went on to speak of his view of the transformative potential
of an imaginative interpretation not ¢nly of one’s own story, but of what an individual can

see of his/her personal story in the stcries of others.

The learning strategy of using the creative imagination for transformative learning was
raised by others, both practitioners ar d the participants, during the interviews. Keane made

considerable use of participants’ imagination during the F.A L. program, both as a way of
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helping them come to terms with their own deeply held assumptions and meaning
perspectives and as a creative avenue towards new personal horizons. Tom reported that he
found Keane’s use of the imagination i s a learning strategy particularly powerful in getting
him in touch with the values and ideal; which had motivated his life - “It gets me in touch
with a very quiet and a very deep placc inside. I suppose the thing that I like about it is that
it's an adventure, it's like a dream” (Tom: 77). Sean too found the use of the creative
imagination particularly powerful anc. inspirational, quoting from Coleridge, ‘Weave a
circle round him thrice, for he on honeydew hud fed and drunk the milk of paradise’ (Sean:

80).

At the end of the F.ALL. program I -ecorded my own impressions of listening to Tom
describe to the group what he saw 11 the life of Martin Luther King as the enormous
potential of using the imagination i1 appealing to his audiences to transform deeply
inculturated positions on race relations and national identity - the reflection speaks for itself

and seems worth quoting in full:

The story of Martin Luther King raised by Tom was for me a significant
breakthrough in regard to the value of the imagination for transformative
learning. It helped me see that 'earning isn't only achieved rationally, with
the mind, the judgment and the will. The imaginative language of King's
well known phrases - ‘I’ve dreamed a dream ...", ‘I've been to the top of the
mountain ... and I’ve seen ...” aspeal as powerfully now as they did to
people in the United States dur ng the [960s. These are archetypal images
of great strength, straight out o " the Old Testament, so strong in fact that
they helped change the attitude of a whole nation. And motivated people for
whom the challenge was too gieat to kill the man - a closing of doors, a
closing of minds, a refusal of t-ansformation (John 3: 74).

By way of summary, it would seem then that what practitioners and participants were
saying about procedures for transforrative learning was that if learners were to become
critically aware of “how and why thz structure of their psychocultural assumptions had
come to constrain the way they saw themselves and their relationships™ (Mezirow 1981: 6),
it was important that facilitators first t e fully aware of the internal processes through which
adults move in such learning. Those interviewed seemed to be saying that appropriate
procedures would grow out of such vnderstandings. They told me that the implications of

the learning strategies they were siggesting and in many cases describing from the
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perspective of personal experience of both teaching and learning were clustered around
creating an appropriate learning environment. structuring for critical reflection upon the
self in group situations, getting people to attend to their personal feelings, writing journals
and telling one’s story, listening to the stories of others, providing opportunity for sharing
through discourse and dialogue, and e 1couraging learners to use meaningful symbols and
their imaginations in order to creatz and share personal experience. It now seems
appropriate to turn to the ethical implications associated with these procedures or

strategies.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

There was general agreement amongs. virtually all those interviewed by me that because
transformative learning concerns the dentification and re-appraisal of very personal and
deeply held psycho-cultural assumpticns, ethical considerations emerge for facilitators as
of great importance. The whole proc:ss can affect profoundly an individual’s self image
and personal equanimity and there is a sense in which this is “sacred ground” (Marion:
193). The point has already been mace that it would be inappropriate and unethical for a
facilitator to employ strategies simila - to those outlined in the earlier part of this chapter
with a view to bringing pressure to bear upon individuals to change in certain preconceived
directions. There seemed to be agreem ent, however, that it was legitimate for facilitators to
create situations in which individaals might find themselves challenged to take
responsibility for their own learniag and if this involved considering what their
assumptions were in relation to certiin situations, and subjecting those assumptions to

considerable scrutiny, this could well :onstitu:e important learning for them.

In regard to these ethical responsibili ies both practitioners and participants pointed to the
need to have clearly established leariing coatracts, to the obligation upon facilitators to
respect learners and for learners to r:spect cne another, to the importance of creating an
atmosphere of trust within learning groups and to the paramount obligation to observe
confidentiality within the group. They also spoke of the need for adult learners to take

responsibility for their own learning. for the establishment of a clear interface between
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learning and therapy, and of the imjortance of facilitators not loading their own personal
dilemmas, problems or agendas upcn learners. These ethical responsibilities apply in all
adult learning situations but especially in the area of transformative learning and what the

research revealed is considered now n further detail

Learning contracts

A number of the practitioners spoke of the importance of establishing at the beginning of
any program involving transformativ:: learning strategies a clear understanding of what was
involved and definite contractual arre ngements between facilitators and learners about what

the boundaries were. Tennant put this very directly:

The contract must be clear an 1 the students must know it ... and there's a
common bond with and betwcen the students - to look at themselves and at
the contents of the current prc blem. Because these things put pressure on
individuals (Tennant 32-34).

Walker supported Tennant’s position, pointing to particular ethical obligations of

facilitators:

To use education in an evange lising way I think is a violation of
professional ethics. You are 1 ot there to promote your line and to
manipulate people into following that line. By all means have your line,
make that public. ButI feel that education always has the possibility of
being manipulative. ... There has to be consent. It's contract learning, and
people need to know that (We¢lker: 207).

He (Walker) went on to make a posit ve suggestion on this same issue:

It seems to me that active involvement in professional groups can help adult
educators, belonging to profe:sional groups that have an active charter that
is in some way enforced if people deviate from it. I think that acknowledges
your responsibility to your pe:r group to keep within the parameters that are
acceptable to that peer group Walker: 156).
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This 1s an important practical suggestion which operates well in other professions and one
worth noting in regard to the implic: tions of the present research. Walker’s comment was

supported by Boud who cautioned th:t

there may be a problem (in re zard to transformative learning) with informed
consent, the facilitator doesn't actuallv know exactly what's going to
happen. We just need to explcre these things together a whole lot more than
we have done in the past (Boud: 323)

Thus the overall position of the practitioners was quite clear. From the outset facilitators
need to be frank about the objectives of a program using transformative learning

approaches. Their general position w.s well summed up by Newman:

I'think the responsibilities are heavy ones in that ... you need to be
absolutely clear to people whi t your objectives are ... I think your
responsibility is to say ‘This i; going to be difficult stuff and we will be
examining some of our value: and assumptions. We will be examining
some kinds of ideologies that you pernaps hold dear’ (Newman: 185).

Newman then added by way of examle:

I’'m always clear about my po itical position with people I work with.
Usually when I'm meeting a n2w group I make a joke about my union
experience. Isay ‘Look Iuseito work with unionists and if I happen to just
call you all comrades by accicent it’s just because I have slipped back in
time a moment’ ... it gets a laagh (Newman: 187).

My own reflection in regard to the u.e of the creative imagination about which [ felt some
concern as a participant observer at th e end of day four of the F.A.L. program supported the

above view put to me later by Newm in:

Memory imaging, especially of disturbing, embarrassing and difficult
images, may have painful consequences. There's got to be a limit on how
much of this as a facilitator you want to do. Getting in touch with deeply
held assumptions and feeling: about the self is not without danger. So in a
sense, it's very important in any exercise where people are talking to one
another for example that you *mphasise that everyone shares only to the
extent that they feel they wan to sharz. They're adults and they have to
decide (John 2: 72).
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So the implications of these and sim lar comments are that facilitators need to be well
trained in interpersonal skills, they 1eed peer support and perhaps on occasion peer
accountability, and they need to make very clear to participants what the agenda is and the
type of learning strategies that are gcing to be used. Both practitioners and participants
made the point, however, that adult learners in the long run need to take responsibility for
their own learning and that they slould feel obliged to share only as much about

themselves as they are willing to do.

Respect for learners

Respect for learners was an ethical consideration which was mentioned frequently by both

practitioners and participants. Boud m:.de it clear that in his own case:

I want to be respectfui to where people are coming from ... especially
where there's a level of acceptaice, where there's a level of energising,
provoking, confronting, challer ging, but all within a supportive context ...
a micro-climate as it were (Boud: 187).

And again:

The things that facilitators do can touch peoples’ lives in ways that they
never imagined. And at one le ‘el it should make us a bit more humble than
we often are about the effects ¢ f our work. Unless you operate with a great
deal of sensitivity, very closely attuned to the learners, you can be just
creating an awful lot of extra p essure in peoples' lives when they've got an
awful lot of pressure anyway (Boud: 258).

Tom agreed strongly and referred to the need for respectful attitudes to confidentiality:

Ethics really gets down to thinss like respect and valuing and building trust
- valuing - it's valuing the peor le and developing trust with the people,
that's what's important. What is unethical is to betray that trust (Tom: 210).

My own experience at the end of the second day of the F.A.L. program reflected my

awareness of this issue, based upon m s two duys experience of the group:

So there was as a result a sort of communal consent that we were doing this
course together and we could t ust one another to share a bit. We had in a
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sense established something o "a safe zone. We had prepared the ground
for dialogue and discourse, anc felt frec about doing only as much of that as
we wanted to - but actually pec ple shared a great deal (John 1: 44).

Marion expressed what the issue of cofidentiality meant for her:

Something Andrew asked, whit had it been like for us ... it was our final
thing and he spoke about the si nctity of each person and that we were on
sacred ground. I got this great 'ump in my throat. [ think that’s a real
responsibility (Marion: 193).

Both practitioners from their perspective, and participants based upon their experience,
believed that there were strong ethical implications for facilitators in using transformative
learning approaches - getting people to prcbe their assumptions. There was a general
consensus about the ethical obligations upon facilitators to respect learners, to observe
confidentiality and to do all that they can to ensure that group members do in fact show
respect for one another. In the final  nalysis, however, both practitioners and participants
believed that there had to be a reailisation that adults are in fact adults, they have
obligations to and rights to expect frcm the group, but they must ultimately be themselves

the arbiters of how much and at what lepth they want to be involved.

Learners accepting responsibility fcr their own learning.

Whilst practitioners were strong on the need to treat learners with respect they were equally
definite about the need for adults to tike responsibility for their own learning, especially in
situations where there was likely to te significant difference of opinion - at least initially.

Newman’s comment in this regard secmed apt:

In one sense you have to say ‘ _ook, you've got to look after yourselves’
(Newman: 193). ... And giver there is a lack of coercion and a reasonable
ability to contest and question and criticise, I'm saying we (facilitators)
must not take too much responsibility for what happens. Because if we did
we’d never take risks and you can expect learning to be risky

(Newman: 197).
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Tennant pointed out that there arc dilemmas here, however, which may need to be

negotiated frankly with learners:

You invite people to express 1 view and if you do some people for example
will come up with very racist views. ... they come out with things which
other people find offensive. Ve have a regulation here (at U.T.S.), you
can't use discriminatory langt age in tae University. But in this sense what is
the contract? Is the contract tt at people can really say what they want to say
or are some things prohibited in the conversation? (Tennant: 64).

Newman considered a similar dilemra and his method of resolving the dilemma was to be

absolutely frank with the group:

And so if something comes up that [ have a strong view about, just because
I'm the teacher why should I 1ot have a go - they can write to the Vice-
chancellor if they don't like it In a sense I have always adopted the position
that I am not responsible for |:arners to the n'th degree. So I reckon that if I
am operating with a kind of i1tegrity. that is, an integrity to my own
beliefs - then I need to let thein know that. But they have got to take the risk
if it’s bad news (Newman: 193).

As a participant observer I was not ¢ ware of any strong levels of disagreement within the
F.A.L. group over the six days and in fact this was probably one of the limitations in
choosing just such a cohesive group They were on the whole employed people of mixed
genders, from similar socio-economic backgrounds, and even though their previous life and
employment histories were diverse thzy seemed on the whole to be at ease with the goals of
the large organisation to which they belongzd. If they had been overtly differentiated by
race, gender perspective, employmet level and political or industrial persuasion things
might have been more turbulent. Bu. ultimately the same principle would I believe, have
applied, as adults they would have hud to take responsibility for their own ethical attitudes

to one another and to participating in the program.

The interface between transformat ve learning and therapy

If it is clear that adults must in the firal analysis take responsibility for themselves and their

own learning are there, nevertheless, implications arising from particular constraints upon
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facilitators in regard to what strategizs can be used in particular circumstances? One such
issue which was raised repeatedly luring rhe interviews and referred to earlier in this
chapter was the question of the interface between transformative learning and therapy.

When questioned on the issue Tennant respoaded with a question:

At what point do we begin tal<ing about therapy, because transformative
learning implies a major chanze in a person - often as a result of bringing to
the surface things that either t1ey were unaware of or that they'd rather not
talk about (Tennant: 22)?

Tennant went on to give as an eximple a particular strategy for recalling suppressed
memory which he had discontinuel using because it seemed outside the contract he

believed he had with adults in norma learning situations:

[ used a technique to get therr thinking about the notion of the unconscious,
to give them a feeling for whe t it was we were talking about when we talk
about the unconscious, bringi g to the surface forgotten memories and
things like that. But I stopped doing that because in normal learning
situations I think it goes beyod the contract ... I've done those kinds of
things in the past but I've decided not to do that, because of the contract
(Tennant: 233).

This is a clear and informed stateme 1t to which attention must be paid. Boud commented
that “a lot of therapy is actually just gocd educational practice” (Boud: 288). Other
practitioners were quick to assert that because the emotions and the imagination are so
strongly involved, transformative leirning often occurs only “at the edge” - “no pain no
gain” to use Tom’s (45) phrase ref:rred tc earlier. Boud clearly agreed with Tom and
continued that because of the very rature o transformative learning it was important for

facilitators to take risks at times.

Psychologists have been rather over-successful in scaring people off. 1
think first all we in the education business need to be a lot more
comfortable with the bits of tl erapy that are up our end of spectrum. I'm not
talking about dealing with prc foundly distressed and disturbed people. I'm
talking about the normal leve's of distress and emotional discomfort that we
see everyday in our lives, with people that we work with (Boud: 286).
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For Walker this was a very genuine iss 1e, and he commented:

The fact that you are not going nto therapy doesn't mean that adults in
learning groups can't deal with heir assumptions at quite a deep level.
Some people of course can't learn because they have major blocks that only
therapy can remove. It is at least worth noting that there may be some areas
where therapy is necessary. We are really confronted with ethics here and
the basic ethical consideration is, ‘Do you have a right to work at this level
with people?’ (Walker: 50).

Jane, one of the participants, supportec Walker’s view, using three times the word “fear” to

convey her reservations:

I think there's a lot of fear. Fea- of disclosing ourselves. But I mean ... you
know a lot of people wouldn't - don't feel comfortable with doing that
within the large group. I actually think that even within individuals there's
fear in allowing ourselves to krow what the source of our fear is (Jane: 75).

In repeating the strong word “fear” Jcne [ beiieve, was implying that facilitators must be
sensitive to and discern such fear. And by fear Jane seems to be referring not only to fear of
exposing oneself to others, but as wcll in th2 second of the above references to fear of
making admissions to oneself. Tom too acknowledged this, and saw the issue as one
involving both personal judgment and ethical integrity - “I think the ethical question is one
really of understanding your audience, the participants as well as the teacher, really reading

what is happening” (Tom: 190).

My own written reflection in this rezard at the end of the first day of the program is

interesting in hindsight:

It suddenly struck me that assu nptions, not just rational assumptions but
psychocultural conditioning an 1 non-rational assumptions, are very
powerful "blockers" of the process of innovative thinking. It takes courage
to face these blockers, and to work through the disorienting experiences and
powerful feelings associated with them (John 1: 36).

So the implication for practice appear: to be one of discerning relatively profound levels of
feeling as indicative of personal and dzeply held assumptions that may need to be surfaced

and re-valued, yet at the same time exercising great respect for the person and great
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professional integrity. On the whole th: collective judgment of those questioned seemed to
be that provided care was taken by the facilitator in the early stages and from time to time
during the program in building a group climate characterised by mutual respect,
consideration for one another, active listening and confidentiality, there was value in
challenging the group itself to take ccllective responsibility for its own ethical standards.
Such climate building takes time and involves risks. Moreover, the general consensus was
that transformative learning often does take place “at the edge” and that it is only in the
risking perhaps that learners will fird the courage to face and evaluate those deeply
inculturated psycho-cultural assumptions about themselves and the world {from which
transformation of personal perspectives may come. I recall Marion’s commented cited
earlier - “The things I wrote down tha I just hadn’t had the courage to deal with” (Marion
89). After all the caveats expressed i1 the last few paragraphs are taken into account, if
such honesty involves some level of personal distress but is potentially a genuine source of
transformation and growth those interiewed seemed to be saying “So be it, they’re adults,

they have to make the decision!”

Facilitators’ own agenda.

One final ethical issue on which there was virtually unanimous agreement amongst all
those interviewed was that facilitators would be acting extremely unethically if they were
to “dump their own agenda’™ (Boud: 7:64) on learners with whom they were involved in a
privileged learning relationship. This s of course an ethical principle which applies in any
learning situation but it would seem t> be particularly important when people are working
at a deeply personal level and are as a result correspondingly vulnerable. Boud was very

clear on this issue:

I think that one of the things tt at facilitators need - especially when you're
up this end of the spectrum - it not to be in a position where you’re working
through your own material. Ycu've got to be there for the people that you're
with and you need some means of dealing with your own personal distress
elsewhere. I think it important not to dump it on other people. Either
directly, or indirectly (Boud: :164).
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Tennant agreed:

You have group dynamics to :onsider. And your own psychological
dynamics. But of course the cther end for an educational practitioner is
constantly to look to yourself and to explore your own agenda elsewhere
(Tennant: 259).

The practitioners did not make any other comments on this issue although I have the
impression from re-reading the transcripts that it is implicit in so much else they said.
Within the FAL group it was not an issue. partly at least I believe because of Keane’s
modeling of a very professional attitude throughout which as a participant observer in
F.ALL. T could not fault. His practice of constantly checking with the group about
procedures, of allocating time for quiet reflection followed by sharing in pairs or small
groups and then with the whole gro1p provided an opportunity for issues such as this to
surface and be dealt with by the group itself. In the final analysis it was clearly up to group

members as adults to make such decisions - and from my observation they did.

CONCLUSION

Chapters 4 and 5 have been concerred with the results of the research. that is with what
was said by the thirteen persons intcrviewed, both practitioners and participants, and my
own perceptions as participant observer, in response to the four original research questions.
Chapter 5 has dealt more particularly with the “procedures and implications for practice” of
transformative learning, that is, wita those strategies considered appropriate to learning
situations in which individuals may tecome “critically aware of how and why the structure
of their psycho-cultural assumptions has come to constrain the way they see themselves

and their relationships” (Mezirow 1931, p. 6).

At the beginning of Chapter 5 “proc:dures” were defined for the purposes of the research
as those individual and group strategies perceived to be helpful in enabling, making more
possible, the identification by indivicduals of their own personal assumptions and habits of
mind, the frames of reference out of which they habitually operate which they sometimes

take for granted and of which until some disorienting experience or appropriate learning
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situation arises they may even be un: ware. It emerged from the analysis that in the opinion
of those interviewed, and for ethical reasons, no facilitator would be justified in devising
strategies for the specific purpose of manipulating learners into surfacing and transforming
personal meaning perspectives in certain preconceived directions. However, both
practitioners and participants did idet tify certain other procedures which they deemed to be
both ethical and effective in encotraging individual learners to identify and consider
closely all elements of their own per;onal frames of reference, their meaning perspectives,
but very definitely with a view to m:king up their own minds about the transformation of
them. The point was made by many of those interviewed that such procedures or strategies
can result in highly significant learning for individuals and for this reason they believed it

was important that those who work ir the area of adult learning should be aware of them.

The procedures or strategies which ernerged as a result of this process involved the creation
of appropriate learning environmerts, the identification of relevant personal feelings,
individual critical reflection, exper ences of group interaction and learning, personal
journal writing and the creative use of autobiography and the imagination. All of these
learning strategies have implications ‘or prac:ice and for reasons explained at the beginning
of the chapter these two issues, that is procedures and implications, have been taken
together. Implications arising from ethical issues involved in adopting some of the
procedures were not at first part of the agenda as expressed in the original schedule of
questions but they emerged strongly in virtually all the interviews. They have been outlined
and discussed in the latter part of Chapter 5. Chapter 6 moves to the writer’s reflections
upon the findings of the research and their relationship to the current literature on adult and

transformative learning as described n Chapter 2.



