CHAPTER 1.

INTRODUCTION - A ROAD LESS TRAVELLED.

The description and requirements for the doctorate of education at the University of New

England (1995, p. 1) indicate that

the program is intended for the professional who wishes to remain within
the educational field as a professional rather than as an academic worker
(for whom the PhD is possibly more appropriate) ... The Doctor of
Education (EdD) thesis thus 1as a clear focus. It is directed at a problem or
problems related to practice 11 education ... Drawing out the practical
implications of the research i:. an essential part of the EdD thesis.

Through reflection upon my expericnce as a teacher and administrator in schools over a
significant period, through recent 1eading - Brookfield (1986), Starratt (1993), Fullan
(1993), Conway (1989, 1993) - and through observation of colleagues whom [ hold in high
regard, it has become increasingly clear to me that the most effective educators are almost
invariably those who are lifelong lcarners at the same time as they endeavour to foster
learning in others. From my observition muny of the terms which are applied to learners
apply equally to educators. Their lzarning thrives in circumstances where they can be
stimulated by new ideas and when they are able to be self-motivated. autonomous and self-
directed (Chene 1983; Knowles 1960, 1984a; Field 1987). It is characterised by critical
reflection upon their own experience (Schon 1983, 1987; Boud and Walker 1990; Starratt
1993), and it is enhanced through discourse and dialogue with peers (Mezirow 1991;

Brookfield 1991c; Cranton 1992).

[ have observed that effective educa ors and educational administrators, especially in times
of change, are often those who are willing and able to review critically from time to time
the theoretical bases out of which th:y operate. As a consequence of my reflection and my
reading and discussions with others, the question of how and why some adults learn from

their experience through critically reviewinz their assumptions and mind sets, and others
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seem to do so only with reluctance, if at all, has emerged as a focus of interest for me.
Learning leading to significant personal change which focuses upon the self first, upon
what a person has already learned and then upon what is to be learned has been variously
described as “perspective transformaiion” (Mezirow 1978b, 1981, 1985a), “transformative
and emancipatory learning” (Mezircw 1990, 1991; Loughlin 1994) and “transformation
theory” (Mezirow 1991b, 1992, 1994). The use of term “transformative learning” to
describe this aspect of how people learn appears now to be widely accepted (Mezirow
1991, 1994; Newman 1993; Cranton. 1992, [994) and for this reason I have used it in the
title of my thesis. The empirical stucy on which my research is based sets out to discern
what the form of learning described in these various ways is, when, how and under what
circumstances it takes place and whar the implications of a growing understanding of such
learning may be for learning genera ly and especially the learning of adults. In the first
chapter I examine how the study de:cribed in this thesis came about, what motivated it,
what its importance is, what its basic constructs are and how it was undertaken. Chapter |
also sets down the boundaries o the research and considers its limitations and

delimitations.

THE ORIGINS OF THE STUDY

A brief account of the practical and theoretical origins of my research seems appropriate at
the commencement of the thesis. I hi ve chosen in this and in some other arcas to use the
first person in a narrative form of writing. My reasons for doing so are related to the form
of research I have adopted which is qualitative in nature and to the fact that it has been
based at least partly upon my own p:rticipant observation as well as upon interviews and
conversations with learners who are ¢t the same time educators. In regard to terminology 1
have chosen throughout to use phrase; such as “adult learning” and “the learning of adults”
rather than “adult education”, “staff development”, “parent education” or “in-service
education”. In this I follow Connell ( 985), and also Holliday (1995) who makes the point

that:

Terms such as ‘staff developmrent’, ‘professional development’ and ‘in-
service education’ tend to be used synonymously. Such terms, while having
their own particular values, meaning and histories avoid mentioning
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‘learning’ which surely is at the heart of the meaning and immediate
purpose of each of them (Holliday 1995, p. 47).

Adults learn in many ways but espec ally through experience and through critical reflection
upon experience (Boud, Keogh and Walker 1985, 1990; Brookfield 1991a; Merriam and
Caffarella 1991). The adults I have been dealing with in my professional life - school
principals, deputy principals, heacs of academic departments, lecturers and other
professionals - are aware that they hiive to be concerned with the learning of teachers and
members of wider school communitics as well as with the learning of children. In fulfilling
my own roles in education for example, I have had significant involvement with parents,
with parent associations and with school boards consisting of members of various
professions, former students, parents and community and church representatives. In these
adults T have found great goodwill tut also an increasing desire to learn more about the
education of their children, to contribute to that education and to participate in policy
making in its regard. Understanding all aspects of how adults learn, especially in times
characterised by challenge and change, has been a continuing preoccupation for me, one I
see as particularly significant for my professional life as an educator and educational

administrator.

In further critical reflection upon my experience as teacher and educational administrator I
have remarked upon the way my own attitudes in some areas have developed and indeed
changed quite radically over the pas two decades. I have seen considerable development
for example in my attitude to staff participation in decision making in schools, in my
percepticn of the role of parents in tie education of their children and in my views about
the significance for schools of goveining bodies. I have learned to think more positively
about the appropriate attitude of schcols to the personal development of young people and
their future lives in the world of worl:, about industrial relations in education and about the
contribution that women profession:ls in senior management positions can make in the

schools with which I have been invol ved.

Sometimes these changes came adjout as a result of quite radical re-evaluation of

assumptions about what I had thought until then were fundamental principles in regard to
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the above issues. There were occasios when changes in my attitudes originated in what I
perceived at the time to be situations of personal failure for me. Such perception of failure
had been accompanied by certain lev:ls of disorientation and embarrassment followed by
self questioning, critical reflection an1 discussion and debate with professional colleagues.
I now believe that many of my assuir ptions, attitudes, value systems and goal orientations

have clearly changed over time.

At the same time and by way of contrast I have also in recent years noticed a level of
frustration and sometimes even anger amongst some teachers and school administrators
about the constant changes in education which characterise these times. Many educators 1
have known have described themse ves as increasingly frustrated by the rapid rate of
educational change and they speak anzrily sometimes of the stress that it places upon them
whilst they are trying to cope on a cay to day basis with the many and varied demands
made upon them. During the facilitating adult learning program which I will be describing
later in this thesis the other three ecucators in one of the groups spent the whole time
discussing not what had been suggested by the facilitator but their own personal frustration
and resentment about the constant ch: nges in education to which they saw themselves, and

the people responsible to them, being subjected.

There have been occasions when I ha /e experienced that frustration and anger myself and I
have no doubt that such an attitude nas affected the character of my professional work.
With my background in classics and literature for example I have over time developed a
deep commitment to the concept of the traditional broadly based liberal education - with
preparation for the professions, indiction into life in business or on the land and the
learning of vocational skills being lefi to vocational schools or to post-school education. In
recent years, however, I have come face to face with the fact that irrespective of my
personal and professional preferenc:s, the character of the student population of the
schools in which I have been involved has been changing quite radically. Virtually all my
students were continuing through tc the end of twelve years of education, not the far
smaller proportion of twenty or twenty five years ago. I knew also that society, politics, the
family, the economy and the world »f work were being transformed, and 1 realised that

there was a continuing need for scho»l staffs and school boards to consider carefully, and
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on a continuing basis, the nature ard purpose of their programs, the curricula of their
schools and their attitudes to student learning. I read and reflected upon the reports of the
Finn (1991), Mayer (1992) and Carm chael (1993) committees of enquiry into education in
Australia and I attended and contrib ited to seminars on their implications for educators,

parents, schools and above all students.

As a schools’ consultant I noticed that the achievements, preoccupations and problems of
many school principals, teachers and parents reflected much of my own experience. Often
my work with them had to do with assisting them and their schools to come to terms with
the curriculum changes necessary for changing school populations. I found that sometimes
it was the school principal who seem:d to resist the introduction of new ideas, often it was
the teachers and sometimes it was thz students’ parents. I heard a lot abcut reform fatigue
and sometimes observed its effects at first hand as in the example I have given above. In
regard to the establishment of school boards by the system authority for which I worked as
a way of involving the community in the education of its young people and making schools
more accountable to their communitizs, I found that often principals and school staff were
suspicious of the introduction of suc1 boards. If they could not prevent the setting up of a
board for their school they found way/s of resisting sharing with it responsibilities they felt

belonged traditionally to themselves .1s professional educators.

It also began to appear from my obszrvatior. that some educational communities and their
leaders were able to cope with changed circumstances much better than others. I wondered
why. I felt that it was clearly not ju;t a question of age or the stages of life about which
developmental psychologists such as Piaget (1967), Kohlberg (1976), Loevinger (1976).
Erikson (1959), and popularist writers such as Sheehy (1977) have written. In fact those
who were older sometimes in my ex»verience seemed less threatened by change than others
who were younger. Perhaps, I thought, it was and is a more complex issue than simple
conservatism. Perhaps it was a question of people lacking the ability to identify and if
necessary modify or change cuite racically their attitudes, preconceptions, assumptions and
prejudices about society and schools and how they ought to be. What the reasons for this

were and whether the ability of iidividuals to reconsider and if necessary transform
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preconceived assumptions about their roles as educators was inherent or could be learned

seemed matters worth taking further.

During these years I - and I am sure many of the colleagues with whom | was associated -
made genuine attempts to understand better what our approach should be to the learning of
the adults with whom we were professionally involved. A study of the processes of adult
learning formed part of my master’s cegree studies in educational administration during the
late seventies and early eighties. In dealing with the professional staff of my own school at
the time as well as with those of >ther schools later on 1 was able to develop some
appropriate skills which were helpfu to me and which despite occasional failures seemed
helpful to others. I acquired much of my knowledge of the principles of adult learning at
this time from my reading and from -eflection and discussion of the work of theorists and
practitioners such as Maslow (1970) Rogers (1970), Argyris and Schon (1972), Knowles
(1980, 1984a), Tough (1979) and Jarvis (1983). I wrote my master’s thesis on school staff
morale and partly as a result I began to believe that the issues were more complex than
simply learning to use new approachcs or new techniques, putting old wine into new wine

skins.

In 1993 I decided to enrol as a candidate for the doctoral program in education at the
University of New England using soine of my accrued leave. The four units which I chose
to undertake involved courses in advinced research methodology, professional extension at
another university, a course in orgaaisation theory and another in adult and continuing
education. In pursuing the last mentioned of these I chose to make a particular study of the
role of incidental learning, modelling and experience in the development of educational
leaders. My reading for this purpose included some of the work of Kolb (1975), Bandura
(1976), Houle (1980), Chene (1983, Sergiovanni (1984), Grady (1989}, Starratt (1993),

Marsick (1988) and of course the mo e recent publications of Knowles (e.g. 1984a, 1984b).

A very significant impact upon my consciousness as a result of the above reading and
reflection upon it was made by Dor ald Schion’s two notable publications The Reflective
Practitioner (1983) and Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1987). One of Schon’s most

helpful insights I found to be the use of the phrase “conversation with experience” (1987).
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Much of Schon’s work based upon research in this field is concerned with the role of
reflection upon experience and even more importantly with the place of “critical reflection
upon experience” (Schon 1983, p 77). For Schon both “reflection-on-action” and
“reflection-in-action” were vital to learning from experience. Adults did indeed learn
through experience, Schon said, but t was not the experience itself whether favourable or
unfavourable that mattered, it was what the learner did with the experience that was
important. I began to see the link be . ween what Schon (1987) was saying on the basis of
his research into the learning patterns of organisational leaders and the questions I have
already raised above about why some educators seemed to be able to grow, to be somehow
transformed, to learn from their expe iences and become genuine leaders in their respective

fields and others did not.

As a consequence of my interest in c-itical reflectivity and as part of the requirement of the
professional extension unit for the dcctorate, [ undertook a study of the use made of critical
reflection upen experience in the master’s degree program in educational administration at
the Australian Catholic University - a study which I found both relevant and stimulating
(Carrigg 1994). By way of preparation I reud widely in the area of experiential learning,
including Boud, Keogh and Walker [1985), Boud and Griffin (1987), Sergiovanni (1987),
Duignan (1988), Brookfield (1990, 1991), Tennant (1993) and Sergiovanni and Starratt
(1993). Most particularly however [ came across Jack Mezirow’s articles “Perspective
Transformation” (1978b) and “A Cri ical Theory of Adult Education and Learning™ (1981)
in which he identified from his empi ‘ical research involving a study of women returning to
formal education in mid-life a new way o7 considering learning which he described as

“perspective transformation” and later “transformative learning”.

At the conclusion of the report on my professional extension (Carrigg 1994) 1 found that I
had a very real desire to take further Mezirow’s concepts of perspective transformation
and transformative learning - and as indicated above, I noticed that the latter term seemed
increasingly to be used in the liter:ture (Boyd and Myers 1988; Collard and Law 1989;
Hart 1990; Clark and Wilson 1991 Mezirow 1991, 1994; Newman 1993; Tennant 1994
and Taylor 1995). Mezirow’s concepts of perspective transformation and transformative

learning appeared to me at first sigh at leas: to have something significant to contribute to
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my understanding of particular aspe:ts of how adults learn which I had already noticed
from my experience. All of these writers were putting forward ways of taking into account
not just personal experience and crit cally reflected experience but also the personal and
often deeply held assumptions, attitudes and values which had underpinned and become
major factors in interpreting that exyperience in the first place. They were also indicating
that an inability to at least acknowl:dge how the depth of commitment to inculturated
assumptions and habits of mind might be related to why some people are unable or
unwilling to evaluate their own attitides and practice and the attitudes and practices of
their schools. It appeared to me tiat an understanding of these concepts might be
particularly relevant to the practica problems I had already experienced as a school

principal, supervisor and adult educator.

It also became clear to me that therc: had been considerable debate about the concept of
transformative learning, leading to a large namber of articles and books being published
over the past fifteen to twenty years - as recently as those of Mezirow (1990, 1991, 1994),
Brookfield (1993, 1994), Tennant (1993), Nelson (1993, 1994), Newman (1993, 1994) and
Cranton (1994). I became convincec that I had indeed found “a problem of practice in
education”, research into and explication of which would be of assistance to me, and
hopefully also to other professional educators. 1 believed too that I might be able to draw
out from an appropriately designed research project some of those “practical implications”

b

which are “an essential part of the EcD thesis”. My present study and this thesis had their

origins in that conviction.

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of my study has been to clarify as far as possible what the term transformative
learning means, what the proces;es and procedures or strategies for promoting
transformative learning are and what are its implications for practice. I proposed to explore
these issues empirically by posing carefully developed questions to two groups of
experienced educators - one group consisting of scholars who are significant contributors

to the published literature on transfcrmative learning, and who are also “‘practitioners” -
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facilitators, lecturers involved in adult learning programs, and the other a group of adults,
also educators, who were “participants” in a program which uses transformative
approaches to learning. Through an analysis of the perceptions of these people, and my
own reflections based upon actual experience as a “participant observer” in the same
program, I proposed to explore and clarify the issues referred to above, and to address the

research questions.

From recent literature on the subject (Bennis 1984; Boyd and Myers 1988; Duignan 1988;
Antonio 1989; Collard and Law 1989; Clark and Wilson 1991; Hart 1990; Mezirow 1985,
1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1994; Tenr ant 1993; Allman 1994 and Newman 1994) it would
appear that there is significant difference of opinion about the precise meaning of such
terms as “emancipatory and tran;formative learning”, “perspective transformation”,
“meaning perspectives” and “meaning sciemes” as they are used in the literature.
Moreover how the concept of transformative learning relates to a more general theory of
learning and whether the emphasis s 10uld be upon individual or collective learning appear
from the literature to be problematic1l. Mezirow for example, the theorist who has written
most on the issue of transformative learning since 1977, gave the title “Transformation
theory: Critique and Confusion” (1792) to an article in the Adult Education Quarterly.
Other articles by Mezirow have been entitled “Transformation Theory and Social Action: a
Response to Collard and Law”(1989), “Transformative Theory and Cultural Context: a
Reply to Clark and Wilson”(199 ) and “Response to Mark Tennant and Michael

Newman”(1994). A dialogue has cle.arly been established on the issue.

By way of further example of the topical and controversial nature of these issues the 1994
summer edition of the Adult Education Quarterly contained the following contributions on
the subject of transformative learning: a response by Mezirow to an article the previous
year by Tennant, separate response; to Mezirow’s article by Tennant and Newman and
responses to those responses by Mezirow. The fact that Michael Newman’s 1993
publication The Third Contract: iheory and Practice in Trade Union Training had
received the Cyril O. Houle Award ror what in the opinion of the selection committee was
the outstanding book on adult education published in English in 1993 seemed to indicate

that the issue of transformative I:arning was of considerable contemporary interest.
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Newman’s book deals at length w th the relevance and application of transformative
learning in the training of Australian Aboriginal and trade union leaders and offers “‘one of
the clearest explanations of both the usefulness and the limitations of Mezirow’s work”
(Scheid 1994, p. 247). In reading the: e articles it appeared to me that a number of issues in
regard to the nature and processes of transformative learning still remained to be resolved.
Moreover, most of the published matzrial was theoretical in nature and very little of it was
based upon new empirical research. t seemed worthwhile undertaking an empirical study
of experienced adult educators and dult learners with a view to clarifying the concepts
involved and discerning these person:’” perceptions of the nature, processes, procedures and

implications of transformative learnir g.

The research questions

To achieve the purposes of my reseaich I posed the following three research questions:

e What is transformative learning?
e How does transformative I:arning take place?

e What are the implications of transformative learning for facilitating the learning
of adults?

The second question, which refers to how transformative learning takes place, I decided
for purposes of clarity to divide into two parts, the first referring to “processes” and the
second to what I then called “procedures”. The questions therefore as addressed to all those

interviewed were:

1. What is your perception of transformative learning?

2. What is your perception of the internal processes of transformative
learning?

3. What is your perception «f the procedures or strategies which facilitate
transformative learning?

4. What is your perception of the implications of transformative learning for
facilitating the learning of adults?
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

Mezirow’s initial definition of what he desc-ibed as “perspective transformation” was that
it is “an emancipatory process involv ng our becoming critically aware of how and why the
structure of our psycho-cultural assuraptions has become the way we see ourselves and our
relationships” (Mezirow 1981, p. ¢). He went on to say that such transformation of
perspectives was “a most distinctly adult domain of learning” because it involved
transformation of personal “meaning perspectives’ built up over time which formed for the
individual the “structure of psycho-cultural assumptions within which new experience is
assimilated” (Mezirow 1981, p. 6). In subsequent articles Mezirow (1985) went on to
describe transformative learning as a self-directing and very personal learning process
involving critical reflection upon experience and attention to personal feelings yet
supported by group learning situatior s. He saw it as stimulating an individual’s awareness
of how past experiences had been processed and incorporated into a highly personal view
of the world. Such a view of the vsorld, he maintained, affects and “‘filters” (Mezirow
1991a p.34) what individuals learn, and may well determine what they refuse to learn -
especially when individuals are “caught in their own history and are re-living it” (Mezirow
1978b, p. 108). The most significint thing about transformative learning was that it
considered learning from the perspective of the learner first and only then from the

perspective of what was being learned.

Given Mezirow’s initial definition, ransformative learning seemed to be learning which
was intensely personal and unlikely to be imposed upon individuals or groups, or structured
within learning programs. At the s:me time however transformative learning has been
associated from 1978 with group v-ork, discourse and dialogue (Mezirow 1981, 1990;
Boyd and Myers 1988; Clark and W Ison 1991; Deshler and Selener 1991; Cranton 1994
and Nelson 1995). All these writers have taken the view that it is through group work,
discourse and dialogue that transform ative learning often occurs and may also be validated.
Mezirow (1985b, p. 142) saw discotrse and dialogue as “the extension of one’s ability to
make explicit and elaborate, contextualize, validate and/or perform some aspect of one’s
engagement with the world”. These views, and others, will be considered and documented

at greater length in Chapter 2.
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Transformative learning appeared to me to have characteristics related closely to those
which at various times have been d:scribed by theorists as “emancipatory” (Habermas
1971), “liberating” (Freire 1971, 19725), “double loop learning” (Argyris and Schon 1978),
“becoming aware of our awareness” (Mezirow 1981) and “looking at ourselves looking at
the world” (Newman 1993). As a :tudy of perceptions of transformative learning the
present research has been designed v/ith a view to providing opportunity for analysis of
actual adult learning experiences situited within a group context, whilst at the same time
being personal, reflective, democratic respectful of individuals and open in its orientation.
Such an empirical investigation seer1s both appropriate and timely. Taylor (1995) who
recently published a comprehensive review of studies on the subject of transformative

learning indicated that in his view:

Most of the discussion about Mezirow’s theory has been theoretical
critique centering on issues of power, context, rationality and adult
development within a cultural and social perspective. There has been a
real need to get beyond the rletoric and to explore how transformative
learning holds up in practice. ... there has been a paucity of publications
and little discussion about empirical explorations of transformative
learning theory or related premises (Taylor 1995, p. 313).

The significance of the study describ:d in this thesis lies in the fact that it is empirical and
that it affords opportunities for discerning insights into how individuals actually perceive
their own learning, in what manner and what circumstances they see it occurring and
whether or not they find the concept of transformative learning matches their own
experience. The study endeavours to contribute to an enlarged understanding of why
identifying and evaluating assumpticns and inculturated value systems may be for some
individuals a difficult, disorienting and at times painful experience. In regard to
“implications for practice”, being baszd upon actual group experience with peers, the study
has particular significance for educators in situations educational and otherwise which are
characterised by a need for resporsiveness to societal, technological and educational

change.

Transformative learning as an appro: ch to particular aspects of the learning, and especially

the learning of adults has been consi lered by researchers in such diverse areas as personal
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and vocational discernment, (Keane 1985; Nelson 1994), learning for personal
rehabilitation, learning for community workers involved with third world peoples (English
1991), educating leaders for social transformation (Clark 1991; Elias 1993), learning
associated with critical life-events (Pierce 1986; Sveinunggaard 1992), and learning in
regard to women’s role in society (F art 1990a: Thompson 1988, 1993). These research
projects and their applications relative to transformative learning will be considered in

further detail in Chapter 2.

TITLE OF THE THESIS AND METHODOLOGY

The title of my thesis is “Perceptions of the Nature and Processes of Transformative
Learning and Implications for Practicz.” The use of the word “perceptions” in the title is
quite deliberate. The perceptions are tnose of adult teachers and learners in actual learning
situations discerned from recordec interviews with them and my own recorded
observations. I clarify from the literat ire what theorists and rescarchers say transformative
learning is, how and when it occurs and what implications for practice may be drawn from
it. I consider how this accords with thz actual perceptions of people who have experienced

and reflected upon the concept over a sustained period, both as teachers and learners.

In order to provide information wh'ch is up to date and well focused on the research
questions, I decided after a thorough -eview of the literature to seek interviews with seven
prominent academics who have publi: hed in books and internationally refereed journals on
the subject of adult learning and e<pecially on critical reflection upon experience and
aspects of learning for personal tran;formation. The decision to follow this approach in
putting together a research design was influenced to a significant extent by the fact that five
such persons were available to me ‘vithin Australia. The sixth (Nelson) was a doctoral
candidate at the University of Technology, Sydney, and had recently completed research
and submitted a doctoral thesis, to which I had access, entitled “The Role of Imagination in
Autobiography and Transformative 1 earning”. The seventh was Professor Jack Mezirow
whose original research published in 1978 had sparked the whole debate on transformative

learning and who was scheduled tc visit Australia and New Zealand in September -
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October 1995. Because all of these academics are professionally involved in facilitating the
learning of other adults on a continu ng basis I have described them for the purpose of my

research as “practitioners”.

As the learners or “participants” for ‘he research I chose a group of experienced educators,
some of them school principals and t:achers, others involved in related arcas of educational
administration and consultancy, who had clected to undertake an experiential learning
program conducted for six days over a period of ten weeks and entitled “Facilitating Adult
Learning” (F.A.L.). The program ha: been offered each year for the previous four years by
Dr. Ross Keane, one of the “practitioners™ whom [ interviewed twice before coming to a
decision about using his program fcr my research. Keane explained to me the influence
upon his thinking of the work of Griffin (1987) and Mezirow (1978, 1981) especially,
some of whose papers are circulated 1s preparatory reading for F.A.L. He also made it clear
that he informs participants befo-ehand that F.A.L. uses experientially based and
transformative approaches to group learning. Further details about the F.A.L. program and

about both groups, and why they wer: chosen, will be given in Chapter 3.

I decided to join the group undertakiig the F.A.L. program as a participant observer so that
at the same time as I was conductin;; the research I could also experience at first hand its
effect upon myself and others, particularly in regard to all aspects which had reference to
transformative learning. Thus my position was similar to that of the other participants,
except that I was much more aware Hf the theoretical principles of transformative learning
and of the technical language used .o describe them. I was also unobtrusively recording
during breaks in the program my perceptions of what was going on in the group, and what
was going on within myself. Finally T assumed, correctly as it turned out, that the
participants would be much more jrepared to share their experiences with me during
subsequent interviews 1f I were known to them as a fellow learner and fully involved

participant as well as researcher.
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KEY CONCEPTS

There are diverse definitions and theories of learning, diverse theories about motivation to
learn, and diverse theories about the personal and intellectual development which results
from learning. Because the present research and thesis are fundamentally about learning,
and more particularly about transfcrmative learning as a particular aspect of learning,
significant attention will be devoted to these concepts in Chapter 2. In the interests of
clarity I have decided that for the »jurposes of my study I will consider transformative
learning from the perspective of adilt learning, and adult learning in turn in relation to
learning theory generally. What fo'lows here are brief definitions of what [ mean by
learning, adult learning, experientia learning and transformative learning. I also define
precisely the meaning of the terms “processes” and “procedures” as I have used them

throughout.

Learning

Implicit in the approach to learning have adopted in this study is the notion that learning
occurs when individuals construct their own understandings through interaction with their

environment and through critical refl :ction. "This is certainly Mezirow’s view:

I have found it useful to thinl: of learning as the extension of one’s ability to
make explicit and elaborate, (to spell out), contextualize, (to make
associations within a frame o "referernce), validate (to establish the truth or
authenticity of an assertion) and/or act (to perform) upon some aspect of
one’s engagement with the world ( Mezirow 1985b, p. 142).

This pro-active attitude to learning has been described as “constructivist” (Candy 1989).
From the constructivist viewpoint individuals are seen not as shaped by environmental
circumstances beyond their control but as self-searching and self-constructing, and they
have the capacity to acquire power for themselves from their knowledge. Their learning is
“a constructive process which involves actively seeking meaning from (or even imposing
meaning upon) events” (Candy 1982, p. 107). It is worth noting here that Mezirow also

describes learning which is transformative for the individual as constructivist.
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Transformation theory’s ... assumptions are constructivist, an orientation
which holds that the way learncrs interpret their sense experience is central
to making meaning and hence 'earning (Mezirow 1994, p. 222).

I define learning therefore as the process through which an individual constructs new
meaning for her/himself as a result of the experience of appraising and at times re-
appraising reality which results in an active and sustained change in understanding, values
and behaviour. My perception and tse of the term learning therefore has a purposive
emphasis upon “making meaning”, ind assumes an active role for the learner. I see
learning not as the mere acquisition of knowledge and not simply as something that
happens. My approach to learning imglies an active role for the learner in building personal

understandings through processes of interpretation, assimilation and application.

Adult learning

All human beings learn from obse vation of the world around them and from their
experience of life. They learn from reflection on what they experience and because most
learning has a social context, they learn through communication with others. People make
meaning for themselves of what they ¢xperienice - so much so in fact that one could almost
say that to live is to learn. All indivicuals, children and adults, learn 1ncidentally through
the very processes of living. Both chil Iren and adults learn through the daily experiences of
life but unlike children who have little choice but to be part of formal learning situations in
schools for up to twelve years, most adults participate and learn in formal learning
situations only when and if they really want to. Adults come to terms with particular
aspects of knowledge and make meaning of that knowledge for themselves if it is
important to them. They learn best wk en they are motivated to learn and they are motivated
to learn as they cope with the prob ems of their daily personal and working lives and

experience new needs that learning w:ll satisfy.

The most widely known attempt to form a model for understanding how adults learn is
probably that of Malcolm Knowles to which he gave the term “andragogy”. Knowles

(1984a, p. 62) maintained that andra jogy was not in fact “an ideology - it is a system of
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alternative sets of assumptions” whi:h “act as a glue to bind its (adult learning’s) diverse
institutions, clienteles, and activities into some sense of unity”. Knowles went on to
describe the characteristics of andragogy by contrasting it with “pedagogy”, the art of
teaching children. The work of Krowles n regard to adult learning has been further
developed by Brookfield (1986, 19¢1) Boud and Griffin (1987), Mezirow (1981, 1991),
Merriam and Caffarella (1991), Nev'man (1993), Cranton (1992, 1994), and many others
who have described adult learning as “life centred”, “autonomous”, “problem centred”,
“self directed”, “based upon experience”, “critically reflective” and “emancipatory”. These
concepts will be considered at greate - depth in Chapter 2. However one particular aspect of
the learning of adults, critical reflection upon experience, 1s so significant to the present

study that it needs to be considered h:re in this tnitial clarification of terms.

Learning as critical reflection upor: experience

A significant aspect of adult learnir g is that it can be strongly influenced by the actual
experience of the learner’s life and work situations (Knowles 1984b; Boud, Keogh and
Walker 1985; Merriam and Caffaiella 1991). Adults have great reservoirs of practical
experience, some of which they fcel positively about and some negatively. They are
strongly influenced by experience which forms the basic parameters of what for them is
“real”. A great deal of adult learniag, perhaps the majority in fact, takes place outside
organised educational settings (Tough 1979: Jarvis 1987). Adults are conditioned by their
experience and they tend to repeat thzir reactions to experience, a characteristic which may
have many positive aspects. But suc1 experience can at times also be quite unhelpful and
may lead to unthinking repetition and compounding of error through inappropriate

responses - “reliving their history” a¢ Mezircow described it (1978, p. 108).

A significant development in understanding the effect of life experiences upon how adults
learn has been the development of the corcept of “critical reflection upon experience’.
Donald Schon (1983, 1987) conducted research into the importance of such critical
reflection in relation to the learning >f adults in positions of leadership and he put forward

the idea of the truly effective leader ais a “retlective practitioner”, that is, one who comes to
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new understandings through shared critical reflection upon his/her own experience. Schon
was particularly interested in the dilerima of practitioners who were subject to restrictions
on their freedom of action in orgaiisational settings. He developed the concepts of
“reflection-on-action” and “‘reflection-in-action” because he believed that critical reflection
by leaders was important as they w:re acting (reflection-in-action), and not only after
activity had come to an end (reflection-on-action). His work and that of other theorists such
as Jarvis (1983, 1987) and Brookfielc (1986, 1989) has contributed to clarifying this and
other matters, and to moving the adult learningz debate “beyond andragogy” (Cranton 1992)

in the direction of personal transformation.

Transformative learning

During the early 1970s Mezirow conducted research in the United States into why mature
women in far more significant nunbers than ever before were returning to study in
community colleges and universities and subsequently following new careers. Mezirow
was interested in finding out how it vvas that these women came to revise their traditional
and inculturated roles in family and socicty and embark upon courses of personal
development and professional study which had the potential at least to change radically
their whole way of living and relat ng. His research resulted in the development of a
concept of learning which he first described as “perspective transformation” (1978a,
1978b) and his published findings gave a lively new thrust to aspects of the debate amongst
scholars about the ways in which people learn and about how and whether that learning

involved changing what Mezirow terried their “meaning perspectives”.

As already indicated, the achievenent of a clearer understanding of the meaning of
transformative learning through an empirical study of teachers and learners is the major
objective of the research described in this thesis. In reporting his original research Mezirow
(1978a, 1978b) applied the theory cf knowledge and human interests developed by the
German philosopher Habermas (1971) to the processes of learning in which he believed the
women he was studying were engagzd. Mezirow described the inculturated assumptions,

frames of reference and habits of mind through which individuals make meaning as their
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“meaning perspectives”. He went on to define meaning perspectives as “the psychological
structures within which we locate and define ourselves and our relationships” (1978a, p. 7).

3

In a more complete definition he cefined meaning perspectives as “generalised sets of
habitual expectation which act as perceptual and conceptual codes to form, limit, and
distort how we think, believe and fecl, and how, what when and why we learn” (Mezirow
1991, p. 34). Meaning perspectives, in Mezirow’s view, structure and “filter” how a person
perceives the world. They are often the result of primary socialisation and if accepted

uncritically they “constrain the way we see ourselves and our relationships™ (Mezirow

1981, p. 6).

In his seminal 1978b and 1981 articles Mez:row saw meaning perspectives as constitutive
of individual experience. Such persyectives Mezirow believed contributed significantly to
an individual’s personality, in fact in many ways they made an individual what she or he
was. But these same perspectives on life, these assumptions and value systems, may also at
times be inconsistent with reality or with changed circumstances. They make it possible in
certain situations for an individual tc look at something and see something else, they act as
filters which have the capacity to d stort an individual’s perceptions of reality. Meaning
perspectives encourage individuals to see what they want to see, or what they think they

ought to see.

The other key term Mezirow used in his 1978 description of the results of his research was
“meaning schemes”. The principal characteristic of meaning schemes in Mezirow’s view is
that by contrast with meaning perspcctives they are particular and specific, and clusters of
meaning schemes go to make up a p: rticular meaning perspective. Although Cranton in her
recently published book indicates ttat: “Each meaning perspective is made up of sets of
meaning schemes: specific knowledge, beliefs, value judgments feelings and assumptions™
(Cranton 1994, p. 29) she does not indicate clearly how the relationship between the two

concepts operates.

Mezirow gave the following definition waich seems an appropriate description of his

position at the time in regard to transformative learning:
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It (transformative learning) is the learning process by which adults come to
recognise their culturally induc :d dependency roles and relationships and
the reasons for them and take a:tion to overcome them ( Mezirow

1981, p. 6)

For my purposes at this stage it will st ffice to say that transformative learning involves the
identification, critical analysis and appraisal of an individual’s meaning perspectives. It is
often associated with discourse and dialogue [“the social process of construing and
appropriating a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience (Mezirow
1994, p. 223)], and it can result in the creation of new value systems which in turn
influence and change perception, learning and behaviour. It is reflexive as well as reflective
~and involves in Mezirow’s terms “bccoming aware of our awareness and critiquing it”

(1981, p. 13).

The processes and procedures of tr: nsformative learning

Clarifying what is meant by the “processes” and “procedures’™ of transformative learning,
and establishing the differences betwcen thern, is important for the present study and the
subject of the second of the research questions cited above. As noted above, by “processes”
I mean what is going on within the cosciousness of the learner at the time of the learning.
What do learners think and feel, for example, about what is for them the “disorienting
experience” which in Mezirow’s (1978b) terminology is often the stimulus for
transformative learning? What, in ‘he opinion of learners is the importance of self-
disclosure and how does an individual feel about that? What happens to the image of self
whilst the disclosure is going on? What is the role of the imagination and where are the
strong levels of personal energy often associated with re-appraising one’s personal
positions coming from? How can a pzrson know if a change is temporary, one made in a
surge of enthusiasm, or a permanent transformation in one’s perspective on an aspect of
one’s life? How large or significant Jdoes a change have to be for it to be described as a

transformation?

By way of contrast, I define “proced 1res” as strategies or structures which are associated

with enabling and facilitating transfcrmative learning, activities which facilitators use to
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empower others in coming to terms with assumptions, habits of mind and even prejudices
which screen or “filter” their learning;. During the interviews for my study 1 was at pains
when asking questions to make sure that the interviewees understood the meaning I was
giving to these two terms. I asked questions related to those aspects of the learning
environment which they saw as energ sing learners, challenging individuals and groups and
assisting them to focus on what was really going on, helping them recognise and
acknowledge the binding power for ¢xample of personal assumptions, value systems and
mind sets. By procedures therefore I 1nean the approaches, strategies and techniques which
those interviewed perceive as enabling and promoting, stimulating and facilitating the

processes of re-examining and evalua ing one’s meaning perspectives.

DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The research I have undertaken fcr this thesis is essentially qualitative in nature. It
endeavours to place transformative learning within a general context of adult learning and
to explore its nature, processes, proce dures and implications. The study is delimited in the
sense that it is confined to an analysis of the perceptions of two separate and relatively
small groups of informed persons gained through interviews, and to my own personal
observations. The strength and relev.ince of the study lie in the fact that it is empirically
based. My decision not to use written questionnaires addressed to a greater number but to
seek out one and in several cases two interviews with the people available to me was taken
principally in order to base my finlings upon accounts of actual lived experiences of

learning.

The practitioners interviewed for my study are scholars and practising adult educators, all
of whom have made significant con:ributions to the literature of transformative learning
and they include the person who dev:loped the original concept. There are of course other
scholars writing in the area of transformative learning, notably Griffin (1987), Brookfield
(1992¢, 1993b), Cranton (1992, 1994) and Merriam (1991, 1992), none of whom it was
possible for me to interview because of constraints of cost and time since all live in North

America. Whilst I had access to the published material of these writers my study is
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delimited in the sense that I include for the purposes of my actual research only those
persons whom I was able to interviev’ personally. I had access to the unpublished doctoral
research of Nelson (1995), whom 1 dil interview, but not to the unpublished theses of Boyd
and Fales (1983), Pierce (1986), Lytle (1989). Clark (1991), Elias (1993) and Sveinunggard
(1992), who live and work in the United States or Canada. In regard to the last seven
mentioned, however, I obtained cop es of their dissertation abstracts and in the case of
Boyd and Fales, Clark and Sveinunggard, to papers on microfilm which they had delivered
at conferences and which dealt with the results of their doctoral research. All of this is

considered in Chapter 2.

It proved most stimulating for me to interview at length the educators involved as
participants in the F.A.L. program. All the persons within this group were senior
professional educators in leadership positicns as school principals or senior personnel
engaged in other forms of educational management. It was my original intention to
consider how their educational leadership may have been affected by their understanding of
transformative learning but it soon bzcame clear to me that this would broaden my study
too greatly. Such research would have required in addition to what 1 was already
undertaking, a major study of the na ure of ¢ducational leadership and in all probability a
longitudinal study of some leaders cver a considerable period. It would be research well
worth doing. However after some mnonths I made a decision to exclude this possible
direction of my study and to cons der the participants simply as adult learners. That

decision is another of the present stucy’s delimitations.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study considers aspects of transformative learning within the contexts outlined above
as a “slice of reality” (Cohen and I anion 1993). My research findings are based upon a
detailed analysis of perceptions arising from actual learning situations. This “slice of
reality” approach to research does no have the capacity to establish truth in an ultimate and
definitive sense and my thesis is limited to that extent. Cohen and Manion (1993, p. 17)

observe, however, that one of the valuable contributions of such studies is that when
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appropriately conducted they “give precise meaning to a set of concepts which enables
them (social scientists) to shape perceptiors of the world in a particular way”. In this
context, moreover, it is worth cit ng Beck’s (1979) observation about the value of

qualitative studies.

While the social sciences do 1 ot reveal ultimate truth, they do help us to
make sense of our world. Wht the sccial sciences offer is explanation,
clarification and demystificat:on of the social forms which man [sic] has
created about himself (1979, p. 54).

Another limitation of the methodolo 1y used for my research as far as the participants were
concerned was that I relied upon in erviews with a limited number of persons, choosing
only six out of fourteen participarts in one experiential program, conducted by one
practitioner, Dr. Ross Keane. There was a possibility that as a result the views of my
participants may have been unduly nfluenced by those of Keane. However, I conducted
and recorded interviews with these persons at considerable depth and my decision to
interview the six practitioners in addition to Keane was taken partly in order to acquire
information from a broader range of informed contemporary experience. For similar
reasons I decided to undertake the program (F.A.L.) myself as a participant observer. My
research therefore has involved an empirical study moderated by my own participative
observation and conducted through extensive structured interviews with two limited but
carefully chosen groups of teachers « nd learners. By identifying and clarifying the meaning
of key concepts used in referenc: to transformative learning and teasing out their
implications for practice my researci endeavours to make a contribution to understanding

this particular aspect of how adults learn.

CONCLUSION

This introductory chapter has outlined the o-igins, purpose and significance of my research
in the area of transformative learnin 2. In designing and conducting the project and writing
the thesis I have endeavoured to fulfil the demanding criteria for research at professional
doctoral standard. I have been mindful of the fact that as a “professional in the field” my

thesis should also be “directed at a problem or problems of practice”, and have an eye to
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“drawing out practical implications” - hence my concerns with situations arising from my
own experience as an educator. My research questions as the focus for the research have
been articulated and the methodology briefly described. Initial definitions of significant
terms used throughout have been gven - learning, adult learning and transformative
learning as well as what is meant by “‘processes” and “procedures”. This first chapter has
also outlined the qualitative nature o' the research and pointed out its delimitations and
limitations. All these issues will be delt with in greater detail in later chapters. The thrust
of the thesis now moves towards building a theoretical framework for adult and

transformative learning from an analy:is of the relevant literature.



CHAPTER 2

TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING - THE LITERATURE

This second chapter begins with a considerat.on of the relation of knowledge to learning,
making reference to experience, reasoning and research as three ways in which learners
appropriate knowledge and make meaning of it for themselves. It extends the definitions of
learning and adult learning given in Chapter | and considers transformative learning in the
context of learning generally and esp:cially learning arising from critical reflection upon
experience. It enlarges the brief accout given in Chapter | of the original research (1978a)
on which Mezirow’s theoretical wor< on perspective transformation (1978b, 1981) was
based and outlines the influence upon his thin<ing of the work of Freire (1970, 1972b) and
Habermas (1970, 1971) and the theorztical and practical contributions they have made in

the area of learning for personal libera ion and emancipation.

Chapter 2 then makes an analysis of the literature relevant to the development of what
Mezirow described in his definitive 1981 article as “A Critical Theory of Adult Learning
and Education” and which he develop:d at greater length in his 1991 book, Transformative
Dimensions of Adult Learning. It devotes particular attention to the terminology developed
by Mezirow in reference to transformation thcory as “an evolving theory of adult learning”
(Mezirow 1996b, p. 162), and to its rocesses and procedures. It considers especially two
key areas, critical reflection and disco irse, and the steps or phases through which Mezirow
sees transformative learning taking place. Chapter 2 then turns to the research on
transformative learning as published in the literature and especially to the role of the
emotions and the imagination in its rcgard. It considers the relevant contributions of other
theorists in the field, most notably Brookfield (1984, 1990a, 1994), Boud (1985, 1987,
1992), Tennant (1988, 1995), Newman (1993, 1994) and Cranton (1992, 1994), and the
research of Keane (1985), Pierce (1986), Clark (1991) Sveinunggaard (1992), Elias (1993),
Brady (1993), E.W. Taylor (1995) anc especially Nelson (1994, 1995), and their relation to
transformative learning. Finally Chap er 2 reviews some of the critiques and qualifications

expressed by scholars in regard to transformative learning and the ethical considerations
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which have been raised in its regaid. This leads to the research design for the present

empirical study of teachers and learn:rs which forms the subject of Chapter 3.

KNOWLEDGE AND ITS RELATICN TO LEARNING

A discussion of the relationship between knowledge and learning begins with the questions
What is knowledge? What can be kn>wn? What does it mean to know? What are the limits
of knowledge? How and when does knowledge become learning? The three means by
which human beings learn to make neaning of knowledge for themselves are experience,
reasoning and research (Kerlinger 1¢73; Mouly 1978; Burrell and Morgan 1979, Borg and
Gall 1989). Experience, reasoning and research are by no means unerring avenues to
learning, especially when taken 11 isolation, but they offer useful frameworks for
considering how knowledge can be verified and appropriated into an individual’s
consciousness. Logically, when experience, reasoning and research support one another the

learner can be more certain of the tru.h.

Human beings learn through experie ice. Rogers (1961, p. 276) pointed out that knowledge
gained through experience becomes learning when it 1s constructed and self-appropriated.
Experience once appropriated into the consciousness of the learner contributes to forming
the basis for individual ways of thir king and perceiving. Such learning forms in turn the
basis of understandings and assumtions cescribed variously by Mezirow as “meaning
perspectives” (1978b, p. 103), “franies of reference” (Mezirow 1978b, p. 103) and “habits

of mind” (Mezirow 19964, p. 1) out of which individuals see, judge and act.

Reasoning, like experience, is a va'id way of learning through appropriating knowledge.
comprehending the world and understanding and explaining what is going on within it.
Reasoning can be either deductive b>r inductive. A problem with deductive reasoning in
relation to learning is that when adu ts perceive, make judgements and act deductively out
of inculturated assumptions and value systems which have for them become “first
principles”, they may be reasoning f -om uncritically accepted and invalid premises, and as

a result be “caught in their own history and reliving it” (Mezirow 1978, p. 101).
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Inductive reasoning, on the other hand, a movement from the particular to the general,
provides the philosophical basis for the experimental method which has led historically to
the third means cited above through v’hich people are able to think about and understand
the world, namely empirical research. The empirical study of learners undertaken for this
thesis has built upon three sources of information - my own experience and that of two
groups of practitioners and participan:s briefly identified in Chapter 1, these individuals’
reasoning about their learning process:s discerned through interviews, and all this within a
framework of disciplined research. Ny argument turns now to theories of learning and

adult learning within which this study >f trans;ormative learning is being considered.

THEORIES OF LEARNING

Learning theories provide a means of formulating and understanding the complex series of
phenomena which constitute learning. They bring together in a consistent and scholarly
manner the results of many investiga ions about different aspects of the learning process.
For the purposes of my study, transformative learning is considered within a general
context of learning theories and as an aspect of learning especially relevant to adults. I deal
briefly with four significant ways o~ considering learning all of which have particular
relevance in relation to transformative learning. These views of learning are behaviourism,
cognitivism, humanism and learning theory derived from developmental psychology. Each
concentrates on a particular aspect of the learning process and each has something

significant to contribute to an underst:inding of transformative learning.

Behaviourism

A common view of learning, at least until ths 1950s, was that it can be considered to have
taken place when there is a verifiable change in the learner’s behaviour. A group of
learning theorists - Watson, Thornd ke, Guthrie, Pavlov, Skinner, Ellis and others - are
described as belonging to the behaviourist school of learning. Watson (1930), generally

considered to be the founder of beh: viourism believed that studying learning deductively
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through introspection and reasoning alone was unreliable as a method of acquiring
verifiable knowledge. To be truly scholarly in their approach Watson believed, social
scientists needed to conduct research involving exploration of indicators which are reliable
enough to be objectively measured. One such indicator is observable behaviour and
Watson’s behaviourist approach to lcarning was encapsulated by psychologists such as

Ellis into appropriate definitions - for :xample:

Learning is a process that is not directly seen but is something inferred from
the behavioural changes in the individual. ... Learning is a relatively
permanent process that is infer ‘ed from behavioural changes due to practice
(Ellis 1972, p. 4).

Other theorists, for example Hergenhithn and Olson (1993), have pointed out that learning
does not necessarily have to result in behavioural change but in a potential for change. As a
result they modified Ellis’ definition to read that “Learning is a relatively permanent
change in behaviour or in behavioura potentiality that results from experience, and which

cannot be attributed to temporary bod states” (Hergenhahn and Olson 1993, p. 7).

Although behaviourism has its place as a means of considering how individuals learn
aptitudes and skills which are import: nt in their everyday lives a major problem with over-
emphasising behaviourist approaches to learning is that it fails to take into account the
complexities of the human situatior, especially where adults are concerned. Critics of
behaviourism such as Bruner (1964) and Ausubel (1969) have pointed out that whilst
valuable for some forms of learning and especially psycho-motive learning by children,
excessively behaviourist approaches can reduce learning to “conditioning”, a manipulation
of stimuli to achieve a desired response which may then be described as an appropriate
behavioural change. For adults especially, learning needs also to be seen as involving ways
in which people acquire skills and a»ilities which will enable them to be critical of their

own situations and to find out things ‘or themselves.

An understanding of the behaviourist approach to theorising about learning is relevant to
this study of transformative learning n that it offers valuable insights intc considering how

individuals may almost imperceptib y have been conditioned into ways of thinking and
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acting, into assumptions about reality and about the world which are not valid or may no
longer be valid but out of which they continue to think and behave. This learning may then
form the “structure of psycho-cultaral assumptions which constrain the way we see
ourselves and our relationships” (Mezirow 1981, p. 6). Transformation of such ways of
thinking and acting and assumptions about the reality which they imply are not always
easily achieved and require a particu ar kind of learning for which behaviourist approaches

are inappropriate.

Cognitivism

If behaviourism represents an app-oach to learning which emphasises environmental
conditioning of responses producing a relatively permanent change in behaviour or
behavioural potentiality, a cognitive pproach to learning is concerned more with questions
relating to receiving, storing, retrieving, processing and transmitting information, and with
problem solving and decision makiig. Cognitivists such as Bruner (1961) and Ausubel
(1969) believed that a great deal of learning occurs because people look for similarities.
differences and connectedness within the information and the concepts which come to
them in all manner of ways. According to Fiaget (1967), educational experiences are best
achieved when built around the learner’s cognitive structures. Cognitivists look to the
processes of acquisition, organisatio1 and acceptance of knowledge (Tennant 1988). They
observe these processes in individials as they attempt to extract common threads of
meaning from their acquired knowledge and experience. Historically, cognitivists have
attempted to understand the nature of concepts, how they are formed and organised by
learners and how they can be recilled, modified, analysed and applied (Merriam and

Caffarella 1991, p.182).

Witkin (1978) described ways in wl.ich a number of cognitive styles have been identified
and investigated in what he term:d the “new look” movement in perception, a re-
establishment of a focus upon the individual in perceptual studies arising from a concern
for personal and social factors. Fro11 this viewpoint the primary emphasis in a cognitive

approach to learning is on the ind:vidual learner’s mental and psychological processes.
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Cognitivism is concerned with meriory, both long term and shorter term memory. By
contrast, behaviourism looks at learr ing primnarily in terms of its consequences. Unlike an
extremely behaviourist attitude to learning which tends to see individuals as equally
susceptible to the effects and the consequences of behaviour a cognitivist approach
emphasises that people may derive different meanings from the same experiences and as a

consequence learn different things.

A cognitivist view of the learner is one of a person open to trial and error, testing
alternatives and accepting or rejectiig them on the basis of outcomes. Cognitivism thus
welcomes research because research places emphasis upon hypothesis testing and allows
for divergent ideas which ieads to convergent thinking, inventive problem solving and
logically correct answers (Knowles 984a). Each individual learner, cognitivists maintain.
has a pre-existing network of concey ts, strategies and understandings that will give his/her
learning experiences an individual character. Cognitivism envisages learning as culturally
relative with the primary socialisation of the learner affecting what and how he or she
learns. Because of its emphasis o1 the networks of meaning involved in the cultural
background of the learner and on nemory and the processing of remembered experience
cognitivism has a significant contribution to make to understanding transformative

learning.

Humanism

By way of contrast to behaviour st theory which places emphasis upon observable
behaviour as it is shaped by the lear1 ing environment, and theories of cognition which deal
with critical reasoning and the processing of knowledge, humanist approaches to learning
consider it from the perspective of tie drive towards an individual’s self-actualisation and
potential for growth. A humanist approach to learning is concerned with the uniqueness,
the individuality and the humanity of the learner as an individual. Rogers (1961, 1970),
Maslow (1970), Egan (1982) and others sought to redress the balance away from reasoning
and the clinical observation of behaviour towards the affective and imaginative elements of

learning. Their influence upon learning theory derives from that orientation.
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The shift to the affective as well a: the cognitive dimensions of learning was in part
influenced by Freud’s psychoanalytic approach to the study of human behaviour. However
humanists rejected Freud’s view tha. behaviour or change in behaviour are determined
either by the environment or by the learner’s sub-conscious. The approach of the humanist
psychologists may be described as phznomenological in that they are concerned with what
they see as the “phenomenal” as opposed to the “real”. For them the phenomenal world is
the environment as it is perceivec by the individual. Humanists believe that self-
actualisation is a prime motivating force in human behaviour. The process of achieving
maximum development of an indiv dual’s potentiality they see as ensuring healthy and

creative personal functioning.

A humanistic approach to learning p aces great emphasis upon the individual learner and
especially on how the learner feels ar d imagines the world. Humanists are concerned with
the importance of the self-concept for the learner whether adult or child. They have
traditionally devoted their attention insofar as it affects learning to the development of
positive motivation and appropriatz, sensitive, interpersonal communication. Rogers
(1961) wrote initially of the concept >f self-uctualisation of persons in therapy but this led
him to address the effects of the self-:oncept upon the learning of people generally and the
circumstances in which learning takes place. Rogers’ attitude to therapy as a psychologist
was always “client-centred’. He saw the role of learning as one of supporting self-
actualisation for the individual throuzh personal maturation. Like Maslow (1970), Rogers
(1983) emphasised the role of the relationship between significant, self-chosen learning
and personal growth and developmer t. His attitude to learning therefore was that he saw it

as facilitating self-growth and encouraging change in self-perception and self-concept.

A humanist approach to learning emphasises feeling as well as thinking and the acquisition
of information. It is concerncd especially with the development of positive self concepts,
positive human relationships and honest interpersonal communication. It recognises the
importance of personal values, believes that learning should be learner-centred and is best
when it is discovery oriented. Its critics, Lefrancois (1985) for instance, maintain that a
strongly humanist approach to learning is open to criticism in that it is highly dependent

upon the wisdom and integrity of the teacher or facilitator, it can be imprecise about its
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objectives and their achievement and it has so far provided little experimental evidence to
support the validity its arguments. /. humanist approach to learning is important to an
understanding of transformative leaining because it draws attention to the role of the
feelings and the imagination in leaning, and it concentrates upon the learner’s self-
awareness, the learner “looking at hi nself (sic) looking at the world” (Newman 1993, p.

178).

Learning and developmental psychology

Developmental psychology is not a theory of learning in itself but a branch of psychology.
In recent times a number of researchers and theorists have drawn attention to the possible
links between learning and the stages or phases through which individuals move during
their lifetimes. These phases may be related o particular key events in an individual’s life
such as the first experience of going to school, becoming employed, becoming self-
supporting, leaving home, getting muarried, retiring from work and so on. Many of these
events have in different societies been marked by formal “rites of passage” which celebrate
changes in the expectations societies place upon individuals about what they should know
and how they should accept responsibilicy for their behaviour. Psychologists have
endeavoured to formalise these “lifc: phases” and the learning associated with them by
focusing upon issues of personal maturation - personal growth (Piaget 1970), ego
development (Erikson 1959; Loevinger 1976), general personality development (Levinson
1976; Gould 1978), moral development (Kohlberg 1976) and religious development
(Fowler 1981).

Identified weaknesses in these approaches are that they are limited in scope, they often
accept a patriarchal view of the world and they reflect existing power structures within
society rather than basic difference: in the ways individuals learn (Hart 1992, Cranton
1992). A particularly valuable insight of developmental psychologists into learning,
however, has been that they see the learner and especially the adult learner as a social
being, as one whose learning is affccted and conditioned by a community. Merriam and

Caffarella (1991, p. 105) descrite three concepts from the literature of personal
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psychological development which they belicve affect the learning of individuals as they
grow through life changes - sequen ial patterns of change related to chronological time,
individual or cultural life events, anc. transitions involving disorientation and reorientation

which result in periodic transformations.

The idea that particular forms of leaining are associated with certain stages of life in which
individuals look differently at themselves and their world is related to why people learn
rather than how they learn. However it is relevant to the concept of transformative learning
in that both may in fact involve ccnfrontation with psycho-cultural assumptions derived
from an individual’s primary sociali: ation and life experience. A number of developmental
psychologists (Sheehy 1977; Cross 1981; Kolb 1984) have expressed the conviction that at
these stages or “passages”, becoming; independent of one’s parents for example. or retiring
from work, individuals may be prooked by circumstances into a radical re-look at their
lives, much as did the women in Me:.irow’s study which led to the formulation of his initial
theoretical work. Certainly the two ould scem to be related at least, and that relationship

needs to be explored, as will be done later in this thesis.

From the above relatively brief cons deration of four ways of looking at learning it may be
said that each provides a particular perspec:ive on learning as a phenomenon. Each has a
particular contribution to make to ot r understanding of how individuals “become critically
aware of 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). There are
behaviourist ways of thinking and l:arning into which individuals have been conditioned,
either by their own continued practice or by others, and cognitivist ways of learning which
individuals have consciously develoed for receiving, storing and transmitting information
in ways satisfactory to them. There ¢ re humanist approaches to learning which focus on the
individual and drawing attention to the role of a person’s feelings and imagination in
learning and there are stages in life n which individuals may be particularly susceptible to

looking at themselves from new perspectives.
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ADULT LEARNING

Adults learn in such a variety of fo'mal and informal learning environments that if one
believes that context is important it i+ hardly possible to provide a theoretical model which
comprehensively covers all learning circumstances. All the comments made above about
learning and theories of learning apply in some respects at least to the learning of adults but
adult learning has nuances and eriphases peculiar to itself which need here to be
considered further. One approach to adult learning is that it is “driven” by the personal,
social and economic interests and nzeds of learners (Knowles 1980). Theorists such as
Jarvis (1987b) have drawn attention o the social dimension of those involved in the adult
learning process. Jarvis saw learning as at the heart of life itself. Tough (1979) went so far
as to assert that 98% of the adult pop 1lation was engaged in purposeful learning at any one

time:

[t is common for a man or wo nan to spend 700 hours a year at learning
projects. ... About 70% of all earning projects are planned by the learner
himself [sic], who seeks help ind sub ect matter from a variety of
acquaintances, experts and pr-nted resources (Tough 1979, p. 1).

This perhaps takes the identification of life with learning to an extreme. However, earlier in
the present century Dewey (1938) bcgan writing about learning as life-long rather than as
something which was confined to sp:cific projects and courses and that came to an end at
the conclusion of formal schooling or university education. Although Dewey did not
explicitly address the issue of adult learning he did so implicitly by emphasising the
importance of adults coming to term:. with continuing change and development throughout
their lives. Learning according to Dewey starts from what has actually been experienced,
rather than from what some authori y imposes and Dewey saw continuing evaluation of
experience as a way in which adults 2xpand the scope of their lives and adapt better to the
world. He drew attention to the fac that the way people define and solve problems and
assess the grounds of their beliefs is central to the process of lifelong learning. These issues

have been taken up strongly by more recent writers on adult learning theory.

Another view of the learning of adul s centres around readiness to learn. An understanding

of this approach has its origins i1 the work of the developmental psychologists, as
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previously indicated. Havighurst (197'2) referred to “the teachable moment” for individuals
which created a climate for learning for which the readiness is all. Theorists of adult
learning have generally maintained tl at as adults grow and develop they find that they have
personal imperatives which new lea ning can satisfy and from around 1970 autonomy or
“self directedness” became a significant issue for adult learning theorists. In dealing with
the concept of the autonomy of the adult learner it is necessary to refer to the work of
Knowles (1975, 1980, 1984) who 1dopted the term ‘“andragogy” in reference to adult

learning, as distinct from “pedagogy’ , the teaching of children.

Andragogy

In a bold attempt to put together a tieory of adult learning for which he appropriated the
name “andragogy” Malcolm Knowl:s drew upon the work of Lindeman (1926), Tough
(1971) and others in identifying the key assumptions about adult learners that he
considered to have been supportec by recearch. Knowles asserted that the difference
between pedagogy and andragogy ws almost entirely based on the assumptions on which
each is postulated. Andragogy in Knoywles’” view has to do with helping adults learn whilst
pedagogy refers to the teaching of children. For the sake of argument Knowles
unquestionably polarised the issues, aricaturing the process of the education of children as

a pedantic model which

assigns to the teacher the full responsibility for making all the decisions
about what will be learned, how it will be learned, and if it has been
learned. It is teacher-directed education, leaving to the learner only the
submissive role of following a teacher’s instructions (1984a, p. 53).

Few good teachers of children in primary schools today would agree with such a view of
the way in which children learn. Nevertheless, Knowles went on to contrast andragogy with
pedagogy on six separate criteria: the need to know, the learner’s selt-concept, the role of
experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learning and motivation. The key aspect of
adult learning in Knowles’ model of andragogy as Merriam and Caffarella (1991) have

indicated is the level of dependence 1pon teachers:
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This model (andragogy) ... is le wrner centred versus instructor centred.
Although on the surface the mcdel’s process elements are similar to those
of other instructional design mc dels (diagnosing learning needs,
formulating objectives, designing a pattern of learning experiences,
evaluating results) there is one ey difference: the learner is viewed as a
mutual partner in each of these steps (Merriam and Caffarella 1991, p. 25).

Merriam and Caffarella also see the issue of the independence of the adult learner to be

crucial to an understanding of andrago,zy and taey go on to quote Knowles (1980)

The ideal situation is when a group is small enough for all participants to be
4involved in every aspect of plinning every phase of the learning activity.
The teacher, of course, retains 1esponsibility for facilitating the planning by
suggesting procedures and co-c rdinating the process. But conditions are
likely to be right for this maxinium degree of participation only in small
courses, action projects, workshops, and club programs. With larger groups
the ideal situation can be approximated, however, by an imaginative use of
sub-groupings (Knowles 1980, p. 226)

The question of autonomy and self-lirection in relation to adult learning is central to
Knowles’ theory of andragogy and se:2ms to have created more controversy than perhaps
any other aspect of his work. Knowler acknowledged his indebtedness in the matter of the
importance of autonomy and self-direction in adult learning to the research of Tough
(1979) who was concerned not only wvith wkat and why adults learn, but with how they
learn, and the benefits they see themsc Ives as obtaining from learning. Tough defined self-
direction as the assumption by adult earners of responsibility for planning, directing and
moderating the course of their own lei rning (1971). He was convinced that adults as adults
have a wide range of abilities which enable them to choose, plan and take responsibility for

their own learning.

Tough proposed strategies which he selieved could very effectively be incorporated into
adult learning programs to help parti:ipants learn what they needed to know and how to
apply the benefit of that learned krowledgz in their lives and work. In reflecting on
Tough’s position, Knowles made the point that adults in their normal life situations see
themselves as responsible for decisicns about their own learning. In this he saw them as

expressing “‘a deep psychological nee to be seen by others and treated by others as being
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capable of self-direction” (1984a, p. 36). The problem for Knowles was how to transfer this
need constructively to the learning situaticn. A number of researchers have developed
instruments to “measure” readincss for self-direction in learning. These include
Guglielmino’s Self-Directed Learniig Readiness Scale (1977) and the indices of Oddi
(1986).

The issues at stake in the area of au onomy and self-direction in adult learning are clearly
important and likely to be debated for some time. A way forward in the impasse has been
indicated by Cranton (1992) who points out that when Knowles wrote of adult learners as
needing an awareness of being self-cirected, of being in control of their own learning, such
awareness arose from their wanting o shake off the dependence into which they had been
conditioned by years of learning in a pedagogic mode in traditional school situations.
Cranton insists that Knowles does not in fact say that successful adult learners are always
self-directed learners, and that Kno'vles is often misunderstood on this point. She points
out that what Knowles does say is that adults “have a need to be self-directed learners™
(1992, p. 15). Merriam and Caffarel a say much the same thing - “Self direction is more a
desired outcome than a given condition” (Merriam and Caffarella 1991, p. 251). This
seems to be a particularly helpful way of looking at the need for autonomy and self-

direction in adult learning.

Other theorists have suggested ways of looking at adult learning which place the emphasis
in areas other than autonomy and .elf-direction. Cross (1981) offered a theory of adult
learning based upon the characteri:tics of adults as distinct from those of children. In
contrast with Knowles’ theory which is concerned more with the principles of good
practice. Cross’ model concentrates ipon the what and the how of adult learning. Jarvis on
the other hand has suggested a mocel based upon the social context of learning. He sees
three forms of learning forming a hierarchy in which the third, reflective learning as
distinct from unreflected learning, i: the more sophisticated and the more adult. However,
as Merriam and Caffarella (1991, p. 264) point out, none of these theories of adult learning
is supported by a substantial body of empirical research and only Knowles’ principles of

andragogy have been widely applied
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Beyond Andragogy

The theorists most identified witt movirg theoretical thinking about adult learning
“beyond andragogy” are Brookfield and Mezirow. Brookfield (1986) makes the point, as

Cranton (1992, p. 53) has done, that <nowles’ assumptions are in fact just that, and further:

They are not an empirically oased theory of learning painstakingly
derived from a series of exp :riments resulting in generalisations of
increasing levels of sophisti :ation, ubstraction and applicability
(Brookfield 1986, p. 91).

Jarvis (1984) highlights the same issie:

It (the theory of andragogy) has acqu.red the status of an established
doctrine in adult education, b 1t withcut being grounded in sufficient
empirical research to justify i:s dominant position (Jarvis 1984, p. 32).

Brookfield (1985) believes that acce sting Knowles™ principles of andragogy as established
theory and translating them into critzria for practice is difficult to justify and he has been
critical of the use made by others >t Knowles’ propositions for that purpose. He does,
however, view positively constructive questioning of Knowles’ assumptions and systematic
collection of data about them as a vay forward. In his 1986 volume Understanding and
Facilitating Adult Learning Brool field considers at some length the actual written
reactions of a group of adult leaners to one of his own courses in which he had
endeavoured to implement andragogical principles. Included amongst these principles was
his requirement that the learners stould generate criteria by which their own work as a
group ought be assessed. He fouid that far from demanding more opportunity for

autonomy and self-direction:

Participants were uncomfort: ble about being required to assume a degree of
responsibility for designing taieir curriculum, negotiating their assessed
piece of work and judging th:ir own efforts (Brookfield 1986, p. 1'11).

In Brookfield’s view there are implications in this for the role of facilitators of adult

learning:
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To act as a resource person to a lults who are unaware of belief systems, bodies
of knowledge or behavioural pssibilities other than those that they

have uncritically assimilated since childhood is to condemn such adults

to remaining within existing pa -adigms of thought and action. It is misconceived
to talk of the self-directedness «f learners who are unaware of alternative

ways of thinking, perceiving and acting (Brookfield 1986, p. 124).

Brookfield believes that the challenge for the adult educator is to persuade, insist and
cajole adult learners into accepting -esponsibility for their own learning, and then to
challenge them to become critically reflective of both the process of their learning and its
content. He makes it clear that in his view technical proficiency and a willingness to meet

learners’ needs are of themselves insufficient.

If we ... regard facilitator roles ind responsibilities as being primarily those
of technicians of design, we deude practice of any philosophical rationale,
future orientation, or purposeful mission. ... If we accept the view that we
should serve only felt needs, th:n our priorities, purposes and primary
functions will be wholly determined by others (Brookfield 1986, p. 287).

What Brookfield is encouraging faci itators of adult learning to do is to develop from
rigorously evaluated theories of learn ng a thoughtful and critical philosophy of practice
which focuses upon and encourages i1 all manner of ways the adult learner’s developing
sense of control and autonomy. Brockfield points out that this is an approach to which
there is often considerable resistance on the part of many learners. Mezirow expresses

much the same view of the challenges involved:

Andragogy as a philosophical orientation of adult educators refers to the
process of fostering learning effort so ¢s to progressively enhance the
adult’s ability to become incre: singly autonomous and responsible, to
become more self-directed as a learner (Mezirow 1985b, p. 142).

In other words, it is the learner whe must engage in the often difficult task of making
meaning out of knowledge and the facilitator of the learning of adults “is not always
engaged in a warm and wholly satisfi ctory attempt to assist adults in their innate drive to
achieve self-actualisation” (Brookfiel1 1986, p. 125). Brookfield goes on to enunciate a

basically constructivist attitude to learing, secing the facilitator as
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charged with the imperative ¢ f assisting adults to contemplate alternatives,
to come to see the world as ralleable, to be critically reflective, and to
perceive themselves as pro-active beings (Brookfield 1986, p. 125).

As indicated previously, Mezirow (194, p. 222) too adopts a fundamentally pro-active and
constructivist approach to transforinative learning describing it as “central to making
meaning and hence learning”. The q:estion of constructivism as a critical view of learning
is very relevant to transformative learning and needs now to be considered at somewhat

greater length.

A constructivist approach to adult learning

An approach to adult learning which sees learning as the result of the active processes each
adult learner follows in making meaning of his/her experience through processes of
interpretation, assimilation and application has been described as “‘constructivist”. A
constructivist approach to learning t: kes the view that it occurs when individuals construct
their own understandings through in eraction with their environment and critical reflection
upon their experience. From the con structivist viewpoint adults are not mere receptacles of
knowledge, they are not shaped by environmental circumstances beyond their control. They
are self-searching and self-construct ng in their learning, they become active construers of
meaning and they have the capacity to make power for their lives out of the knowledge
they acquire. This approach has beer described by Candy as “a constructive process which
involves actively seeking meaning fiom (or even imposing meaning upon) events” (Candy

1989, p. 107).

Learning from the constructivist pe spectivs is a very personal thing and different people
may construe the same reality in ditferent ways. Candy (1989) had earlier made the point
that knowledge gained through personal experience is susceptible to being construed
differently by different people, depending upon what Mezirow would call the individual’s

existing frames of reference.

It is common experience for >eople to misconstrue each other’s
motivations. Such misunders:andings might be based on past experience,
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on information provided by a third person, on some small gesture or on a
number of fragments of evidence (Candy 1989, p. 103).

From a constructivist viewpoint, therefore. individuals learn by constructing their own
idiosyncratic meaning out of knowledge through appropriation, that is, through integrating
that meaning into their personal frimes of reference or habits of mind which Mezirow

(1978b, p. 103) called their meaning perspectives.

TRANSFORMATIVE DIMENSIONS OF ADULT LEARNING

Mezirow developed from his bas cally constructivist view of how adults learn the
conviction that meaning perspectives, inculturated frames of reference and habits of mind
which adults learn almost imperc:ptibly influence how they process their everyday
experience, in fact how they learn ard what they learn. In his view this is a very significant

understanding for people involved in facilitating the learning of other adults.

The agent brings to the situ: tion her own frame of reference which is an
integral element constitutin; the experience. To understand others, one
must gain access to their liv:d experience so as to clarify and elucidate
the way they interpret it (Mezirow 1996b, p. 160).

It is appropriate now to consider in greater depth the conclusions Mezirow drew from his
initial research and which prompted his 1981 article “Transformative Dimensions of Adult

Learning and Education”.

As a result of the research he undertook in the 1970s, and his reading of the Brazilian
educator Paolo Freire and the Germ: n philosopher Jurgen Habermas, Mezirow came to the
conclusion that “the most distirctively adult domain of learning, that involving
emancipatory action, is probably the least familiar to adult educators” (1981, p. 6). From
this position Mezirow constructel a theoretical position which he at first called
“perspective transformation” (197 8a; 16¢78b; 1981) and later “emancipatory and
transformative learning” (1985, 1991). He also developed an idiosyncratic terminology to

describe such learning. Amongst the terms he used the meaning of which needs to be
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clarified were “instrumental, communicative and emancipatory learning”, “disorienting

LN TY

dilemma”, “meaning perspectives” and ‘“‘meaning schemes”.
o

Mezirow’s original research was undertaken with women undertaking re-entry programs in
community colleges and universities ¢ cross the United States during 1975-77 and it was
this research which prompted the development of his theoretical constructs. In reflecting
upon the findings of his research, Mezirow noted that there were elements in the reactions
of these women to the challenges th:y had experienced which constituted radical new
learning which was often unique and listurbing for them. This was the case even though
from many other aspects they found the new challenges stimulating, emancipatory and

liberating.

Many of the women Mezirow intervic wed reported that they were becoming increasingly
aware that certain cultural and psycl ological assumptions out of which they had been
operating up to that point in their lives were being strongly confronted in their changed
circumstances. Although, in some a-eas of their lives at least the beginnings of the
women’s movement in the 1960s aad 70s had created a supportive climate for such
personal re-appraisal, the women reported that they found that negotiating new ways of
thinking, acting and learning was at imes “painful and treacherous” (Mezirow [978a p.
14). They believed this was at least partly because, up till then so much of their sense of
integrity and personal worth had b:en invested in inculturated ways of thinking, in
supportive but unchallenging employment, «nd in the conventional domestic roles into
which their lives had been cast. Thie experience of having all this suddenly up for

reappraisal constituted for them a diso -ienting experience.

Mezirow also found that the women vzere indicating that in the College programs in which
they were involved they were in man:’ cases being subjected to opposition, frustration and
in some cases outright discrimination by those in authority, almost invariably males, who
had their own inculturated frames of reference and habits of mind about women and their
roles in academia. Conway’s (1993) e <periences in Australian and American universities of
the sixties and early seventies wee very similar. The re-entry courses the women

undertook included independent and 1on-traditional sequences of both academic and non-
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academic courses and involved learn:ng experiences of self-exploration, career planning

and personal growth. Yet the women reported that in many cases

they found themselves ignored. sometimes viewed with suspicion and
occasionally with hostility by faculty and even college administrators.
Program directors too have oftcn been made to feel like outsiders
(Mezirow 1978a, p. 7).

Mezirow (1978a, p. 11) found that lespite their many negative experiences, for these
women the learning which they were undergoing had a distinctive and catalytic function. In
the great majority of cases it encotraged in them a critical reappraisal of culturally
determined gender stereotypes into which they had been socialised from childhood.
Suddenly new insights, roles and frames of reference were open to exploration, occasions
for new career opportunities were eme ‘ging and the perspectives on life and learning which
up till then had given meaning to the vvomen’s lives were being opened up. Apart from his
seeing the value in human terms of ruch experiences, for Mezirow the crucial focus of

interest became the learning processes which the women had experienced.

In reflecting critically upon the findiigs of his research, Mezirow (1978b) came to the
conclusion that whereas in childhooc, growing to maturity is a formative process, one
devoted primarily to learning roles su:h as those appropriate to being male or female, in
adulthood new learning has in many circumstances the capacity to be entirely disorienting
for the individuals concerned and he believed that it was important that this type of
learning be thoroughly explored. For the women in his research certainly this form of
learning offered new and challengin;; avenues for reflecting upon how they perceived
themselves and their worlds and corsidering critically what Mezirow now called their

“meaning perspectives”. As Mezirow iidicated:

By becoming aware of hitherto unquestioned cultural myths which they
had internalised, women came to find a new sense of identity within

a new meaning perspective which led to greater autonomy, control

and responsibility for their own lives (Mezirow 1978b, p. 102).
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As a result Mezirow and his co-researc hers “were encouraged to believe that we may have
identified a salient dimension of adult levelopment and a significant derivative function of

continuing education” (1978a, p. 7).

Mezirow’s first sustained analysis of the theoretical implications of his research appeared
in an article already referred to, publisied in 1981 and entitled “A Critical Theory of Adult
Learning and Education”. In this article Mezirow again reflected upon the results of his
research especially in regard to precisely how and why the significant transformations he
believed he had observed had taken place. Crucial to the process for him was “critical
reflectivity” which he saw as reflection not only upon one’s experience but upon the self as

having the experience and this had a social diraension:

Awareness of why we attach he meanings we do to reality, especially to
our roles and relationships - rieanings often misconstrued out of the
uncritically assimilated half-t uths of conventional wisdom and power
relationships assumed as fixe 1 - may be the most significant
distinguishing characteristic ¢f adult learning (Mezirow 1981, p. 1 1).

Mezirow critically reflected upon the mplications which could be drawn from his research
for adult learning generally. He began with the a consideration of what he described as “the

disorienting dilemma”.

The disorienting dilemma

Many of the women he interviewed fcr his research had told Mezirow that their response to
the disorientation they were expericncing raised what were for them serious personal
dilemmas which had to be faced critically and honestly. For some the dilemma had begun
with some external event, children leving home, the death of a husband, divorce, a crucial
career setback or the scarcely veiled obstruction and discrimination they were experiencing

in the community colleges. For others, however, it was

an internal, subjective experience - the feeling that life is not fulfilling, a
sense of deprivation, the conviction that being a housewife forecloses
access to other rewarding exp :riences ... ‘I was planning my life around
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soap operas ... the only topic [ had to discuss with my husband was what [
saw on afternoon TV’ (Meziiow: 1978a, p. 13).

Mezirow was encouraged to believe that the painful reappraisal many of the women were
describing might well be a significant derivative function of their continuing education
which had been “triggered” in their consciousness by what he now called “an experience of

disorientation”. It was not an entirely new reaction. Rogers had earlier written:

Many people seem to feel th at change in one’s self-concept and one’s
behaviour can come about smoothly. This is not true in any person, nor is
it true of change in an orgar isation. All change involves turbulence and
varying degrees of pain (Rozers 1970, p. 94).

The occurrence of just such a “disorienting e xperience” was recorded also by Keane (1985)
who in research into the question of “doubting” amongst men in middle life noted the
importance of recognising and addr:ssing the levels of strong feeling associated with the

disorientation arising from doubt. Kcane described this as involving

a period of confusion, of inner struggle with self-esteem, and a certain
amount of withdrawal associuted with strong negative feelings. It is far from
being merely a cognitive, rational process (Keane 1990, p. 14).

During his research Mezirow also came to the conclusion that valuable insights into the
processes of learning he was describing could be found in the work of the South American
educator and sociologist Paolo Freire (1970, 1972). In his earlier article “Perspective
Transformation” published in the lat:er half of 1978 Mezirow referred to the way in which
Freire had created learning cituations in which “illiterate peasants could arrive at a new
perspective from which to see themselves and familiar relationships” (Mezirow 1978b, p.

103). He continued:

Conscientisation is the name Freire gave this movement to a new level of
awareness which occurred as villagers became conscious of their old
perspectives for the first time, came to see themselves as having options for
controlling their own lives ard dealirg with constraints which had before
been seen as given and beyor d their control (Mezirow 1978b, p. 103).
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Freire’s attitude to learning was ba:ed strongly upon critical reflection and Mezirow’s
acknowledgment of his indebtednes: to Freire’s thinking on personal transformation is

significant and needs to be considerec further.

Conscientisation and praxis

Mezirow made specific reference to Freire’s work on the question of self-direction in the
learning of adults both in the report of his research (1978a, p. 58) and in his article of the

same year following publication of his results:

Freire saw the limitations of aitempting to develop an educational enterprise
solely upon the expressed nee 1s of learners. Felt needs were seen only as
points of departure. The need: of learners were defined to include the
causes of these needs, and the educational task was designed to respond to
this extended definition (Mez row [978b, p. 103).

Freire had been involved with adu't learning and especially adult literacy programs in
Brazil and other parts of South Arierica. He saw adult learning as requiring not only
literacy but personal growth and “a transfcrmation of consciousness™ (Grundy 1987, p.
190). Freire called the process “coiscientisation”, which he saw as learners becoming
aware that they had options for controlling their own lives and learning and dealing with
constraints which up to then wewe perceived as beyond their control. He defined

conscientisation as

the necessary means by which men [sic], through a true praxis, leave behind
the status of historical subjec s ... aprocess of transformation in which
knowledge and action are dia ectically related through the mediation of
critical reflection (Freire 197 2b, p. 128).

In reflecting upon what Freire hac written, and on the findings of his own research,
Mezirow came to the conclusion, which the later work of Keane (1985), Pierce (1986) and
Sveinunggaard (1992) supports, thit the disorientation arising in the situations he was
considering related to a process similar to “conscientisation”, a changed state of

consciousness following personal confrontation with long entrenched assumptions, value
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systems and beliefs. Sveinunggaard (*992), in her research into the transformative learning
experiences of six adults following a self-identified critical life event also found that major
perceptual changes did occur in these circumstances and that for such individuals they were

characterised by:

(a) the development of a sense of personal power over the direction and
purpose of their lives; (b) a clear sense of ‘self” as separate from others and
gained through increased self-iwareness; (¢) a re-examination and
redefining of roles and prioritizs; (d) an adoption of increasingly higher
order values; (e) the developmrent of a critically reflective perspective of
their social, political and cultural contzxt (Sveinunggaard 1993, p. 293).

Sveinunggaard went on to assert that, based upon what the people interviewed told her:

Affective learning and development was necessary for cognitive learning
and development to be consol dated and acted upon. One could not ignore
the very real emotional pain a1d turmoil that accompanies such cognitive
learning. Critical reflection upon their beliefs, values, feelings, thoughts and
goals, as well as upon their so:ial contexts led to increased self-awareness
and development of personal hower (Sveinunggaard 1993, p. 295).

Mezirow himself had come to much the same conclusion, that the women he interviewed
were going through a form of conscientisation that resulted in changed meaning

perspectives. He came to the conclus on that

it (perspective transformation is a process in which you make choices that
are to shape your own destiny. It is more accurately thought of as a praxis, a
dialectic in which understand ng and action interact to produce an altered
state of being. One must go bi:yond the exploration of options to formulate
a plan for action (1978a, p. [¢).

Freire’s thinking had also pointed st ongly to the power of conscientisation as a liberating
force and on the question of the rad cal alternatives to existing “narrative” and “banking”
approaches to learning and teaching Freire believed there could be no neutrality. If
education was not for “liberation” it was for “domestication”, that is, unthinking
acceptance of the status quo. Where:s “conscientisation” involves the awakening of critical

consciousness, “praxis” involves a combination of critical reflection and practical action.
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For Freire (1972b, p. 106) therefore alult learning so conceived had potential for personal

liberation from unjust social structure: leading to action.

In his own research, Mezirow was strack by the number of times that the women reported
that despite their real feelings of distress and disorientation, they also found the
experiences of re-appraisal they were undergoing ultimately “liberating” and
“emancipatory” (1981, p. 6-7). Althot gh thesz women were on the whole middle class and
the outward circumstances of their oy pression were in many ways far removed from those
of their South American counterparts what they were experiencing was for them, in a very
real sense, liberating and emancipatory. It was at this stage that Mezirow (1981) saw what
he perceived to be significant theoretizal support for his interpretation of the findings of his
own research in the theory of kncwledge constitutive interests developed by Jurgen

Habermas. This needs now to be considered.

A theory of knowledge-constitutive interests

Habermas, a philosopher rather than learning theorist, described his position in regard to
human knowledge as “a theory of knowledge-constitutive terests” (1970, 1971). He
wrote of “fundamental human interests” which influence how knowledge is constituted
and constructed. He called such inter:sts “knowledge-constitutive” because they guide and
shape the way knowledge is consti uted through different human activities. Habermas’
view is essentially constructivist in that he sees knowledge as something which people
construct for themselves and in dialo rue with others rather than as an absolute which exists
apart from people (Ewert 1991). In FHabermas’ view, because it is rooted in past as well as
in existing social structures human <nowledge can only be understood in relation to the

problems humanity continues to enccunter in regard to its own survival and welfare.

Habermas identified three basic conitive interests, which he maintained constitute the
three ways by which knowledge is generated and organised in our society, namely the

“technical”, the “practical” and the “cmancipatory”. The technical cognitive interest is
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the interest of human beings n acquiring knowledge that will facilitate their
technical control over natura: objects. The knowledge resulting from this
interest is typically instrumer tal knowledge taking the form of scientific
explanations (quoted by Carr and Kemmis 1986, p. 135).

Habermas saw knowledge as also bcing achieved through the “practical” cognitive interest
arising from the human desire to understand and be understood (Ewert 1991, p. 351). The
practical cognitive interest is concerned with human interaction and communication.
Whereas the basic orientation of the technical interest is towards control and mastery, that
of the practical interest is towards interaction and communication through dialogue. Like
Freire, Habermas saw dialogue betw :en adults as central to the practical interest. He drew a
distinction, however, between the sjeech of common communication and what he called

“discourse” which is critically orientzd and not unlike Freire’s “conscientisation™.

Discourse helps test the truth claims of opinions (and norms) which the
speakers no longer take for g -anted. In discourse, the ‘force’ of the
argument 1s the only permiss ble compulsion, whereas co-operative search
for truth is the only permissit:le motive ... The output of discourse consists
in recognition or rejection of problematic truth (Habermas 1973, p.168).

Habermas’ practical interest generated subjective rather than objective knowledge. To
quote Grundy, he saw this as “the fundamental interest for understanding the environment
through interaction based upon cor sensual interpretation of meaning” (Grundy 1987, p.

14).

The emancipatory interest, the third and in regard to Mezirow’s preoccupation at the time,
the most significant aspect of Habermas’ thinking derives from an individual’s analysis of
ideas and propositions through critical reflectivity. Habermas saw this interest as oriented

to critical self-reflection, and as emacipatory and liberating for the human spirit.

Self -reflection is at once in:uition and emancipation, comprehension
and liberation from dogmat ¢ dependence. ... The methodological
framework that determines he meaning of the validity of critical
propositions of this categor’ is established by the concept of self-
reflection. The latter release s the subject from dependence on
hypostatized powers. Self-r:flection is determined by an emancipatory
cognitive interest (Habermes 1971, p. 310).
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The attitudes of Freire and Haberma: to knowledge both personal and social which is
emancipatory are not identical. They do, however, have much in common as Mezirow
(1978b, 1981) has pointed out, especially in the way they consider the emancipatory and
liberating potential of certain aspects o "learning. Mezirow was particularly concerned with
the way such learning is inhibited by particula: “habits of mind”, by libidinal, institutional
and environmental forces which limit an individual’s options and rational control over
his/her life (Mezirow 1981). Both Freire and Habermas are critical theorists in that they
believe that people can free themselves from dependencies which can and ought be
challenged through critically oriented self-reflection, conscientisation, discourse and
action. Both believe that it is possible tor individuals and communities to be released from
dependence, to be liberated, emancipat:d and freed from “the culture of oppression” (Freire
1972b). Mezirow took Habermas’ thrce areas of cognitive interests and postulated three
corresponding domains of learning v/hich he called instrumental, communicative and

emancipatory.

Instrumental, communicative and emancipatory learning

Mezirow believed that the theoretical work of Freire and Habermas had implications for
how adults learn, and for how that leariing can be facilitated. Instrumental, communicative
and emancipatory learning are terms developed by Mezirow to describe the learning of
adults and they offered him a helpul framework for explaining his new model of
perspective transformation. The three erms Mezirow chose, instrumental, communicative
and emancipatory, avoided the problen:s of translation from Habermas® German, especially
in regard to the use of the word “practizal” which in English seems too close in meaning to
“technical”. The following figure taken frora Cranton (1994) sets out the relationship
between Habermas’ theory of cognitive interests and knowledge, and Mezirow’s learning

domains.
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Figure 2.1. Interests, knowledge and learning domains (Cranton 1994, p. 45)

Interests Technical Practical Emancipatory
(Habermas) (work) (language) {power)
Knowledge [nstrumenta Practical Emancipatory
(Habermas) (causal explana ion) (understanding) (reflection)
Learning Domains Instrumental Communicative Emancipatory
(Mezirow)

Cranton’s diagram shows a derivation of Mezirow’s three domains of learning from each
of Habermas’ arcas of knowledge anc human interest which is lineal and direct in each
case. The change in terminology froin technical to instrumental, and from practical to
communicative (in some earlier writing: Mezirow used the word “dialogic”™) Mezirow made
in the interests of clarity. His particular focus is on the emancipatory or transformative

domain.

In his 1991 volume Mezirow defined “instrumental learning” as involving “determining
cause-effect relationships and learniny; through task oriented problem solving” (1991, p.
82). Communicative learning, in the d alectical tradition, Mezirow described as learning to
understand what others mean and to n ake ourselves understood as we share ideas through
speech, the written word, moving pi:tures, :elevision and art (Mezirow 1991a, p. 86).

“Emancipatory learning” Mezirow def ned as

emancipation from libidinal, linguistic. epistemic, institutional or
environmental forces that can | mit our options and our rational control
over our lives but have been talien for granted or seen as beyond human
control (Mezirow 1991a, p. 87 .

From the responses of the women invc lved in his research Mezirow came to the conclusion

that it was possible for individuals to become caught in the web of their own history even
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whilst under the impression that tiey were learning something new. What they were
perceiving, or thought they were per :eiving, was being “filtered” (Mezirow 1991a p.34) by
their meaning perspectives, assumptions and inculturated value systems, the things which
personally and socially they had alvvays taken for granted. It was not simply a matter of

rightness or wrongness. As Brookfie d (199Z) has pointed out:

Assumptions are rarely whelly right or wholly wrong. Most assumptions
have more validity in some situations than in others and a crucial
component of reflective pratice is coming to recognise the

conditions and contexts that render assumptions more or less valid
(Brookfield 1992c, p. 13).

Mezirow saw a direct link between such emancipatory learning and what he then called
perspective transformation which du:ing his research he had perceived many of the women

he interviewed to be undergoing.

In 1985 in his contribution to Biookfield’s book on self-directed learning, Mezirow
modified his earlier view to the extcnt that he then saw his previous threefold division as
not necessarily constituting three totally separate domains of learning but as three helpful
ways of considering this very complzx human phenomenon. Whilst the three domains had
certain characteristics in common, in his “Response to Collard and Law” (1989) Mezirow

reported that

rather than posit emancipative learning as a third learning domain, I
suggest that critical reflecticn, which is central to emancipatory learning

is applicable to both instrumental and dialogic learning ... my having
designated emancipatory le: rning as a separate domain of learning was
confusing (Mezirow 1989, p. 175).

This was a very significant change because it broadened the whole concept of
emancipatory or transformative leari ing in relation to learning generally. It is arguable that
this extension weakened Mezirow’s concept, especially in its liberating and emancipatory
aspect and this matter will be taken up at greater length in Chapter 6. I turn now to some of

the specific technical terms Meziro v has used to explain perspective transformation and
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transformative learning, and in par:icular his adoption and continuing use of the terms

“meaning perspectives” and “meanir g schemes”.

Meaning perspectives and meanin ; schemes

Mezirow defined an individual’s structurz of psycho-cultural assumptions and value
systems as his/her meaning perspectives. He saw meaning perspectives as “frames of
reference” (1978b) and ‘“habits of mind” (1996a, p. 1). They are “the psychological
structures within which we locate and define ourselves and our relationships™ (1978a, p. 7),
and “the structure of cultural assumptions within which new experience is assimilated and

transformed by one’s past experience” (197&b, p. 101). In 1991 Mezirow wrote that

meaning perspectives or generalised sets of habitual expectation, act as
perceptual and conceptual codes to form, limit and distort how we think,
believe and feel; and how, v/hat, when, and why we learn. They have
cognitive, affective and conative dimensions. These habits of expectation
filter both perception and comprehension (Mezirow 199 la, p. 34).

Just as meaning perspectives are ‘generalised sets of habitual expression”, “meaning
schemes”, another technical phrase vlezirow has used since 1978, are seen as specific and
particular, they are “the specific beli :fs, attitudes, and emotional reactions articulated by an
interpretation. They are derived fro n earlier, often unreflected interpretations™ (Mezirow

1991a: p. 35). Elsewhere, however, Mezirow has defined meaning schemes as

the constellation of concept, »elief, judgment and feeling which shape a
particular interpretation (e.g. what we think of abortion, black people, the
Muslim religion, free market capitalism or liberalism). Meaning schemes
are specific manifestations ol our meaning perspectives

(Mezirow 1994, p. 223)

In developing this line of thinking Mezirow indicates that he sees a cluster of meaning
schemes as making up a particulcr meaning perspective. “Meaning schemes serve as
specific habits of expectation; mecaning perspectives are groups of related meaning
schemes” (Mezirow 1991a, p. 35). This is an important connection between the two which

Cranton has accepted in her recent publication - “Each meaning perspective is made up of
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sets of meaning schemes: specific knowledge, beliefs, value judgments feelings and

assumptions” (Cranton 1994, p. 29).

I find Mezirow not always clear ¢nd convincing on the relationship between meaning

schemes and meaning perspectives, .1s in the following explanation:

Meaning schemes (schema) are sets of related habitual expectations
governing if-then, cause-eff 2ct, and category relationships, as well as
event sequences, goal orien ations and prototypes. Meaning schemes are
rules and principles of stratc.gy. A meaning perspective is an orienting
frame of reference made up of sets of theories, propositions, beliefs and
evaluations. Both selectively order and delimit what we learn (Mezirow
1988, p. 236).

The problem here is that both mearing schames and meaning perspectives are defined in
broad and comprehensive terms. The distinction and the relationship of meaning
perspectives and meaning schemes would I believe be more readily understandable if
Mezirow continued to describe meaning schemes as “specific beliefs, attitudes, and
emotional reactions” (Mezirow 199 a: p. 35). This would be consistent with his assertion
that “meaning perspectives are grot.ps of related meaning schemes” (Mezirow 1991a, p.
35), a statement which Cranton encorses (Cranton 1994, p. 29). I return to this matter in

Chapter 6 after considering the resul s of my research.

Perspective transformation and tr insformative learning

The process of “becoming critically aware of how and why the structure of psycho-cultural
assumptions has come to constrain he way we see ourselves and our relationships ... and
changing them” Mezirow (1981, p. 6) described as “perspective transformation”.
Perspective transformation is the trinsformation of an individual’s meaning perspectives.
For Mezirow it meant liberation from “cultural myths” which constituted “previously
unchallenged and oppressive cultural expectations” (Mezirow 1978b, p. 102). For
perspective transformation to occir, meaning perspectives and meaning schemes in
Mezirow’s view had first to be criti :ally re-appraised. Such re-appraisal paves the way for

reconstructed and more valid mearing perspectives and “an integration into society on
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one’s own terms with a new, inner-cirected stance” (1978a, p. 8). Although Mezirow
conceded that there was a sense in which perspective transformation was something which
happened for the learner, “it is more ac:urately thought of as a praxis, a dialectic in which
understanding and action interact to jroduce an altered state of being” (1978a, p. 15).

Mezirow then offered a definition of pe spective transformation as a process.

Perspective transformation is the process by which adults come to recognise
culturally induced dependency roles and relationships and take action to
overcome them. ... It can lead progressively toward increased autonomy,
self-determination, and responsibility - important gains in personal identity
(1978a, p.20).

By 1981 Mezirow was prepared to gi’e a mcre comprehensive definition of perspective
transformation, defining it clearly in terms of critical consciousness and seeing it as (italics

Mezirow’s)

the emancipatory process of becoming critically aware of how and why the
structure of psycho-cultural ass timptions has come to constrain the way we
see ourselves and our relationsnips, reconstituting this structure to permit «
more inclusive and discriminat'ng integration of experience and acting
upon these new understandings It is the learning process by which adults
come to recognize their cultural y induced dependency roles and the reasons
for them and take action to overcome them (Mezirow 1981, p. 6-7).

In thus defining perspective transform:tion - a term he used almost exclusively during the
first decade after his original research - as a “process”, Mezirow appears not to distinguish
between “transformation” (used as 1 noun as in “perspective transformation™), and
“transformative” (used as an adjective as in “transformative learning”). Since about 1985,
whilst not abandoning the use of the te'm “perspective transformation” Mezirow and others
have increasingly used the second te:m “transformative learning” to stand for both the

process and the event of transformatior .

To use the two terms - perspective transformation and transformarive learning -
interchangeably is inappropriate and i1 my thesis therefore, from this point onwards I will
use the term “transformative learning” to mear both the process 1 have described above and

the transformation itself - as indeed C'ranton does in her recent book Understanding and
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Promoting Transformative Learning (1994). By way of example, if [ were to say that as a
result of significant learning for me I had abandoned a perspective in which 1 had been
brought up and to which I had been strongly committed and radically changed my view of
the value of school boards for prim: ry and secondary schools, the process through which 1
would have moved I would describe as transformative learning. But I would also say, from
my transformed meaning perspective, that my new position constituted an example of
transformative learning in my life following which I would see certain specific and
particular issues in an entirely nev light. Mezirow’s 1990 anthology, significantly, is
entitled “Fostering Critical Reflection in Adulthood: A Guide to Transformative and
Emancipatory Learning” and as is clear from the transcript of the interview I had with

Mezirow (Appendix B) this reflects 1is current practice in the use of terminology.

Mezirow has made very substantia claims for transformative learning. It is “the central
function for adult education” (Mezirow 1981, p. 7) and “the most significant distinguishing
characteristic of adult learning” (Mezirow 1981, p. 11) and “the mode of learning
characteristic of adulthood”. Following his change of view in 1985 referred to above, in
seeing the emancipatory or transfo mative domain of learning as applying also to both
instrumental and communicative learning as well, Mezirow maintained that transformative
learning should be very broadly understcod as the transformation of either meaning

perspectives or meaning schemes.

Transformative learning involves reflectively transforming the beliefs,
attitudes, opinions and emo ional reactions that constitute our meaning
schemes or transforming our meaning perspectives (sets of related
meaning schemes) (Meziro'v 1991a, p. 223).

Mezirow recently re-emphasised this: “Learning occurs by elaborating meaning schemes,
learning new meaning schemes, trar sforming meaning schemes, or transforming meaning
perspectives” (Mezirow 1996a, p. 1). His decision to describe transformation of both
meaning perspectives and meaning :chemes as transformative learning seems to have been
taken because he believed that traxsformative learning had implications for the whole
spectrum of learning, and not just for the emancipatory domain. It is arguable, however,

that by extending the concept in tais way to include instrumental and communicative
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learning as well as the transformation of tae “specifics and particulars” of meaning
schemes, some of the original character of perspective transformation may have been lost.
This issue too will be taken up again 'n Chapter 6 after consideration of the results of the

research.

THE PROCESSES OF TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING

In Chapter 1 1defined “processes” in -eference to transformative learning as what is going
on in the consciousness of the learner it the tirne of the learning. Mezirow has used process
in a similar way: “Learning may be lefined as the process of making a new or revised
interpretation of the meaning of an exjperience” (1990, p. 1). In his earlier writing, based on
his first research, Mezirow emphatised the significance of the initial “disorienting
experience” which the women in his research had described, and in fact the use of the word
“disorienting” indicates that it had a1 emotional component for them. Nevertheless for
Mezirow the processes of learning for perspective transformation emphasised critical

reflectivity, and were predominantly ritional and cognitive:

The full transformation cycle involves three phases. First is alienation
from prescribed social roles. 'Then there is a stage of reframing,
restructuring one’s conceptio 1 of reality and one’s place in it. This
involves a redefinition of pro>lems and the need for action and new
criteria for assigning values and making judgements. ... Finally there is
the stage ... of contractual solidarity within which it becomes possible to
participate again in society - Or its reconstruction - but on one’s own
inner-directed terms as defincd by the new meaning perspectives
(Mezirow 1978b, p. 105).

Mezirow’s 1990 anthology, begins ind ends with his own chapters on transformation
theory but includes also articles on th: relevance of transformation theory in such practical
situations as learning in the workplace, consciousness raising, social change,
autobiography, journal writing, the jotential of literature for emancipatory learning, and
metaphor analysis. In an introduction Mezirow outlines the three functions of critical
reflection which are to guide action, to give coherence to the unfamiliar and to reassess the

justification for what is already known. Like Schon (1987) and Boud and Walker (1990)
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Mezirow sees simple reflection of itself as of little value without the critical emphasis. This
explains why in this and in other contexts Mezirow continues to define the processes of

transformative learning in terms of critical reflection, discourse and reformulation.

In 1981 Mezirow was more specific about the processes of transformative learning than in

his earlier work of 1978, articulating them in detail:

From our research on re-entry women the dynamics of perspective
transformation appeared to include the following elements:

l. a disorienting dilemme

2. self examination;

3. acritical assessment ol personally internalised role assumptions and a
sense of alienation frora traditional social expectations;

4. relating one’s disconte 1t to similar experience of others or to public
issues - recognising thi t one’s problem is shared;

5. exploring options for nzw ways of acting;

6. building competence ad self-confidence in new roles;

7. planning a course of action;

8. acquiring knowledge a1d skills for implementing one’s plans;

9. provisional efforts to try new roles and to assess feedback; and

10.  are-integration into so-:iety on the basis of conditions dictated by the
new perspective (Mezi-ow 1981, p. 7).

Despite the predominantly cognitive flavour of these “elements”, Mezirow acknowledged
an emotional as well as a critically rcflective component in the processes of transformation:
“The traumatic severity of the disoirienting dilemma is clearly a factor in establishing the
probability of a transformation” (Mezirow 1981, p. 7). The issue of the role of the emotions

in the whole transformation process 1eeds now to be addressed.

Transformative learning - the emotional component

Mezirow’s model (1981, p. 12) il ustrating the “levels of reflectivity” associated with
perspective transtormation includes “affective reflectivity” but in association with
perceiving, thinking and acting, and disctiminant, psychic, conceptual, theoretical and
judgmental reflectivity, all of which are associated with the intellect, the judgment and the

will rather than with the emotions. Iieane, Fowever, based on his research in 1984 - 6 into
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doubting and transformation in men in middle life emphasised strongly the importance of

the emotions in transformative learning

Transformative learning is often disorienting, confusing, emotional, and
stressful. It can cause feelings of resistance, resentment, and anxiety in the
learner. Perspective transformat:on involves a period of confusion, of inner
struggle with self esteem, a cert: in amount of withdrawal and very strong
negative feelings. The more bas'c an assumption or perspective of oneself
that is being challenged, the stronger the feeling reaction is likely to be.
Perspective transformation is far from being merely a cognitive, rational
process (Keane 1991, p. 3).

Similarly Taylor (1987), postulated si> steps in the process: encountering trigger events,
confronting reality, reaching a transition point, making a shift or leap of transcendence,

making a personal commitment, and finally grounding and development.

Mezirow responded to criticism on the issue of the emotional component of transformative
learning and in both his 1991 volume and in an earlier address (1988, p. 224) he made
subtle changes to the phases of transfo ‘mative learning mentioned above. To (2) he added
“with feelings of guilt or shame” and h: altered (9) to read “building competence and self-
confidence in new roles”. It seems theizfore that Mezirow has acknowledged the affective
and emotional element in regard to the personal disorientation associated with
transformative learning but he has not ziven it the emphasis in the whole learning process
which some of his critics would prefcr to sec. For my own part [ believe the matter is
important and it was certainly an issue I resolved to consider closely in the analysis of the

interviews I conducted for my research

PROCEDURES FOR FACILITATINC ADULT LEARNING

The emphasis in Mezirow’s work on learning theory is almost always upon the learner
rather than upon the teacher or facil tator of learning. However as indicated from the
beginning of this thesis, I have been e couraged by the EdD terms of reference to pursue
my interest in the “practical implicaticns of the research”. In Chapter 1 I defined the term

“procedures” in reference to transfo mative learning as those learning approaches or
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strategies through which a facilitator seeks to create a learning environment which will
facilitate identifying and coming to terms with key meaning perspectives and deciding
whether or not to change them. Suc1 procedures would have much in common with those
elements of good practice encouraged by Knowles and others - working individually and in
small groups, individuals sharing with one another, facilitators sharing with learners
control of learning situations, askir g the right questions, creating imaginative situations,
expressing and sharing emotion an i using effectively such strategies as journal writing.

The use of discourse and dialogue is central and needs now to be addressed

Transformative learning - the role of discourse and dialogue

From the outline quoted above of :he ten steps or phases of perspective transformation,
Mezirow postulates a key role for discourse and dialogue. It is discourse and dialogue,
combined with critical reflection and “consciousness raising” (1978b, p. 102), which in
Mezirow’s view makes possible re-appraisal and validation of meaning perspectives and
meaning schemes. This does not riean that those so engaged need all be at the same
position, in fact quite the contrary i1 Mezirow’s view - “The reason people with different
perspectives can enter into rationa, critical discourse is because there is always some
overlap between them in observaticns, concepts, problems or standards™ (1988, p. 226).
Mezirow believed strongly in the vilue of the learning group for transformative learning

because

discourse is central to human communication and learning ... it is that
special kind of dialogue in which we focus on content and attempt to
justify beliefs by giving and defend:ng reasons and by examining the
evidence for and against coinpeting viewpoints. We search out those we
deem to be best informed, cbjective and rational, to seek a consensus in
the form of a best collective judgment (Mezirow 1994a, p. 225).

Accepting therefore that critical refl:ction and discourse are the keys to identification and
transformation of meaning perspectives [ turn now to those commentators who have
pointed to the value of the creative imagination and the use of autobiography - “telling

one’s story” - in relation to transforn.ative learning.
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Transformative learning - imagination and the use of autobiography

Nelson (1994) in his research on the imagination and use of autobiography for
transformative learning with a group of adult men in middle life based his approach to
personal transformation upon the tieoretical constructs of Mezirow. Nelson’s research
revealed a significant potential role for the imagination in personal transformation and he

put his theoretical position as follows:

Autobiographical learning is 1 form of on-going self-formation and life-
construction. It finds express on in narrative which relates the questions and
answers, dilemmas and decis ons, grief and elation which are part of the
human story. Narrative lists t1e autobiographer’s times of movement,
stagnation and waiting, not 01ly as a temporal record but also as a particular
account of the author’s imagining (Nzlson 1994, p. 262).

Nelson came to the conclusion that t is the autobiographer’s imagination which promotes
his/her ability to create symbols which bridge the domains of conscious and unconscious
knowing. The imagination in Nelso1’s view has the potential to become an equal partner

with critical reflection and discourse in interoreting life in its social context:

Imagination is as significant ‘or adult learning as is memory. In its turn
imagination leads autobiograshers to revalue their life and to create
personal meaning through the interpretation of their experience. By
connecting the authors of life stories with the metaphor and myth of their
lives, imagining draws them nto deep reaches of themselves and the world
of their experience (Nelson 1995, p. 45).

A number of other recent writers (Finger 1988; Lukinsky 1990; Thomson 1995; Usher
1995) have written of the transfor native potential for adults of an imaginative use of
autobiography. Powell (1985) in witing of his use of autobiography with adult learners
justified his use of such an approac1 by reference to the earlier theoretical work of Abbs.
Abbs saw critical reflection upon experience as being very appropriately carried out

through personal journal writing and especially through autobiography:

The discipline of autobiography which I am advocating is primarily an
inward and creative disciplinz centred on the related acts of reflecting on
and recreating the personal past. It is not academic. It begins and ends with
what is given to the experienze (Abbs 1974, p. 12).
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Lukinsky’s article “Reflective Withdrawa! through Journal Writing” was included by
Mezirow in his 1990 anthology on transformative learning. Lukinsky cites the long history
of autobiography (Augustine, Wesley, Franklyn, Pepys, Newman, Dostoievsky) for
achieving personal transformation ¢s well as its use in psychoanalysis. He maintains that
journal writing and autobiography a e not merely intellectual exercises but that they have a
strongly emotive element. They can arise “from the gut”. Lukinsky took the view that
autobiographical writing has the g-eatest ootential for personal transformation when it
places its emphasis upon the re-crcation of meaning rather than upon merely giving an
account of what has happened. He sees autobiography as centred around what he calls
“turning points”, situations where there are options - “there is nothing to prevent one from
returning in the journal to the past a1d taking the road not taken” (Lukinsky 1990, p. 222).
Autobiography Lukinsky saw not a:. an account of what happened in one’s life but as an
imaginative experience of autobiography, of being “in dialogue with one’s life” (Lukinsky
1990, p. 221). All these writers mac<e a cogent case for including the imaginative use of
autobiography in any consideraiion of adult learning which involves personal

transformation, but they also point to the question of associated ethical considerations.

Ethical considerations

The question of professional ethics must inevitably arise for facilitators in any learning
situation in which individuals may be invited to discern, evaluate and perhaps transform
aspects of their lives including psycho-cultural assumptions held deeply in their psyche.
Mezirow was aware of the fact hat transformative approaches to adult learning, if

inappropriately used, could be used for manipulation.

Helping adults construe expe -ience in a way in which they more clearly
understand the reasons for th>ir problems and understand the options open
to them so that they may asst me responsibility for decision making is the
essence of education ... but e lucation becomes indoctrination when the
educator tries to influence a ¢ pecific action as an extension of his will, or
perhaps when he blindly helf s a learner blindly follow the dictates of an
unexamined set of cultural assumptions about who he is and the nature of
his relationships (Mezirow 1181, p. 20).
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In regard to the threshold between trans ormative learning and therapy Mezirow comments:

Many of the contributors to this >o0k (the 1990 anthology) have noted the
threat to psychological security that transformative learning poses: the
challenge to comfortably established beliefs and values - including those
that may be central to self-concept - and the changes in long-established and
cherished relationships (Meziro'v 1990, p. 359).

Perhaps for this reason, Mezirow inclided in ais 1990 anthology an article entitled “The
Therapeutic Learning Program” by pschoanalyst, Roger Gould. Gould acknowledged a
keen interest in Mezirow’s writing in tl e area of transformative and emancipatory learning
over a period of ten years. He saw grcwth and change as concomitant with adult life but
pointed to the possibility of harm to the individual in challenging deeply held attitudes and
assumptions in an emotionally chargec. atmosphere. Gould takes the view, however, that
although inculturated assumptions and value systems may for the adult individual be the
source of comfort and security, such security may just as well be an illusion which is
ultimately counter-productive. Gould dzveloped a learning model to bridge the two and he
emphasised the fact that without at le st some level of tension associated with learning,
very little if any new learning was likely to take place. All adult learning situations are at
least implicitly based upon acceptanc: of the basic premise that adults will decide for
themselves what they learn and what tl ey are interested in learning - they are in this sense

self-motivated and self-directed.

A number of commentators, whilst accepting Mezirow’s overall position that adults often
do experience learning situations whic1 result in transformations of personal assumptions
and value systems nevertheless have reservations about transformative learning as an

overarching theory of learning. These critiques and reservations need now to be considered.

CRITIQUES AND QUALIFICATION 5 OF TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING

Writers such as Brookfield, Griffin end Boud and Walker, whilst being well aware of
Mezirow’s research and subsequent thzoretical writing have not on the whole adopted his

terminology. In some respects this is u1derstandable. Transformative learning is very much
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a Mezirow concept and has been s> for twenty years. Brookfield (1991) warned against

what he calls the practice of “intellec tual pil age”.

The educational success of an idea - that is, the extent to which it guides
theory and practice within a particular field - often rests upon its chameleon
like character. The greater its conceptual malleability, the wider its
interpretive latitude, the more chance an idea stands of being claimed by
ideologically diverse groups o be their standard bearer (Brookfield 1991,
p. ).

In an article entitled “Uncoverirg Assumptions: The Key to Reflective Practice”
Brookfield (1992) makes no reference to Mezirow, nor does he use any of Mezirow’s
customary terminology, yet it is difficult to avoid the impression that his article owes much
to Mezirow’s thinking and he ma/ well be taking his own advice about “intellectual
pillage”. Boud and Walker (1985, 1990, 1993) who have published widely in the area of
critical reflection and experiential le wrning deal with “assumptions and world views” which
become “barriers to learning” - whi:h require the learner “to re-visit past experiences and
examine them from their present, more powerful perspective” (Boud and Walker 1993, p.

82). They too, however, avoid the actual use of Mezirow’s terminology.

Other critics, notably Griffin (198&), have expressed scepticism about what they see as
Mezirow’s entering too readily into theoretical speculation about adult learning theory,

based upon empirical research under:aken ten or more years earlier. Griffin maintains

The derivation of principles of professional practice such as perspective
transformation or critical thir king from critical social theory should be
treated with caution. In the hste to create a distinctive body of adult
education knowledge we sho 1ld beware the temptation to take from sources
which are too radical to assirilate to professional practice without
distortion (Griffin 1988, p. 179).

The lack of further empirical reseirch to support Mezirow’s theoretical work after his
initial study of women returning to full-time study in 1975-6 is an aspect of Mezirow’s
work in which he is vulnerable and Taylor’'s comments on this matter have already been
cited in Chapter | (p. 12). There ha e been a number of other criticisms which need to be

dealt with and these are now considered briefly.
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Transformative learning and normative psychological development

A specific criticism of Mezirow’s work in the area of transformative learning is that he is
simply using new terminology to lescribe personal and human development which is
characteristic of all adults as they grow older, more mature and presumably wiser, about
their life experience. The work of the developmental psychologists in this area has been
described earlier in this chapter. Me zirow has been aware of the criticism and he devotes a
substantial chapter of “Transform itive Dimensions of Adult Learning” (1991a) to a

consideration of perspective transfo ‘mation in the context of adult development:

Transformation can lead deve:lopmer:tally toward a more inclusive,
differentiated, permeable anc integrated perspective and, insofar as it is
possible, we all naturally mo ve toward such an orientation. This is what
development means in adultt ood. It should be clear that a strong case can
be made for calling perspective transformation the central process of adult
development (Mezirow: 199 a, p. 155).

Tennant (1993) takes Mezirow to task on this assertion. He asks whether Mezirow is
merely giving new names to processes already well understood. He questions whether
Mezirow has distinguished sufficiently between a significant and extraordinary shift in
world view and the normal adult e xperience of personal change in reaction to changed

personal circumstances.

Mezirow does not sufficientl ; explore the social origins of the life course,
which leads him to consider :xamples of what I would call normative
psychological development as instances of perspective transformation ... he
does not explicitly address the distinction between normative and
fundamentally transformative: change in relation to adult development
(Tennant 1993a, p. 34).

Tennant’s comment expresses his reservations about Mezirow’s extension of emancipatory
learning to include instrumental leaining as well. It is worth noting, however, that as early
as 1981 Mezirow had chosen to describe perspective transformation as the central process

of psychological development:

Perspective transformation a so appears to best account for the process of
transition between stages of «:.dult psvchological development in major life-
span theories. A heightened :ense of critical reflectivity is crucial to
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Erikson’s ‘identity crisis’ of late adolescence and to ‘integrity’ in adulthood.
It is probably the factor in Lawrence Kohlberg’s adult stage of principled
morality which separates this stage from those that precede it (Mezirow
1981, p. 13).

It is difficult to accept such cursory treatment as dealing adequately with the issue and in
his response to Tennant Mezirow agrees to differ (Mezirow 1994). He believes, however,
that “there is no apparent reason to contend that transformations in meaning schemes are
more inherent in normative psychological dzvelopment than in perspective transformation
as Tennant asserts” (Mezirow 1974, p. 228) - and he maintains his position that
“perspective transformation is the eigine ol adult development”. This issue is considered

further in Chapter 4.

Transformative learning - an individual or a social process?

Another area of controversy found ir the literature relevant to transformative learning 1s the
question of whether the process of tiansformative learning is one which primarily concerns
the individual, or whether it has also an essentially social orientation. Mezirow often writes
as if particular areas of transformative learning were unique to the individual, although as
already indicated above, discourse ad dialogue are always for him intrinsic to the process.
This is at least partly because of M ezirow’s dependence on the theoretical constructs of
Freire and Habermas, Freire particularly being concerned with social problems and the
question of justice. From Mezirow’; consistent use of such terms as conscientisation and
praxis there is an understandable 2xpectation that social transformation should be an
essential part of the concept. It shotld be remembered too that Mezirow’s initial research
was into a significant aspect of the movement involving the status of women in society
emerging at the time, and he himsel "has seen transformation as having relevance for other

social issues.

Perspective transformation >an be personal, or group or collective as in
the civil rights, Vietnam protest and women’s movements. . . . one can
come to understand how an old way of seeing, understanding or feeling
has been dependency-prodt cing or otherwise unsatisfactory without
being able to act upon this insight because action is too threatening
(1988, p. 237).
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Several writers have criticised Mezi -ow for not prescribing collective social action as the
most significant outcome of transfcrmation theory (Collard and Law 1989; Hart 1990;
Clark and Wilson 1991; Newman 1793). The basis of this criticism is that Mezirow has
drawn so many of his ideas from critical theory but has failed to follow this through with a
promotion of radical action. Collard and Law take Mezirow to task because of “his failure
to address adequately ... the radical nzeds embodied in popular struggles denies perspective

transformation the power of an eman :ipatory theory” (Collard and Law 1989, p. 100).

Tennant on the other hand sees it as ronic that the main criticism of Mezirow’s theoretical
work is that it places too much e nphasis on the individual and overlooks the social

dimension of adult transformation and points out that

his theory is directed at the intersection of the individual and the social. His
concern is with the social witain the individual, especially its capacity to
generate dysfunctional meaniag perspectives which distort or limit our
understanding of experience (Tennant 1993, p. 36).

Although Mezirow makes reference to attitt.des to the Vietnam war and other movements
in collective consciousness in recen: decades (Mezirow 1988, p. 237), to have moved in
this direction without further substantial empirical research would seem to be to lay himself

open to extended challenge.

CONCLUSION

This second chapter has been devot:d to a review of the relevant literature in the field of
learning, adult learning and transfor:native learning in order to fit the present research into
a comprehensive theoretical frame vork. It has considered especially the meaning and
development of the concepts of perspective transformation and transformative learning,
terms which have been used by Mezirow and others working in this field since 1978.
Mezirow has continued to base much of his conceptual work on the theoretical constructs

of Freire and Habermas and this rela:ionship has been considered in some detail.
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The meaning of a number of Mezirov’s concepts has been addressed, most notably his
three domains of learning, the disori:nting dilemma, assumptions, value systems and
beliefs, meaning perspectives, meaning scheries and perspective transformation. These
concepts have been considered against a background of current theory in relation to
experiential learning and critical ref ection upon experience. It has been noted that
Mezirow has refined and developed tis attitude to these concepts over a period of two
decades, often in response to criticism but without further empirical research. This has at
times led to some clouding on his part of the issues, especially in regard to the meaning of
“transformative learning” and its rclation to the instrumental, communicative and
emancipatory domains of adult learning . An analysis of the transformative process has been
made and a necessarily brief descriftion of some of the key terms such as meaning
perspectives and meaning schemes, and procedures employed in facilitation has been
undertaken. Some account has been 1iven o recent theoretical studies and research in
relation to the imaginative use of autcbiography in the personal transformation of adults.
Reference has been made to the ethical considerations which inevitably arise from
consideration of processes involving <ignificant shifts in life-views and value systems for

individuals.

Chapter 2 has also considered the mor: significant criticisms of Mezirow’s theories as they
have developed, most notably the viev/ that far from being new theories of adult learning,
perspective transformation and tran:formative learning are merely different ways of
looking at relatively normal psycholo zical development. Reference has been made to the
significant role of the emotions and the imagination in regard to transformative learning
experiences and the problems arising from an over-concentration upon transformative

learning as a predominantly rational process.

An area of major significance related o transformative learning which has been considered
is its role in questioning and transforining economic, cultural and political assumptions in
times of significant social and political change. A number of Mezirow’s critics, whilst
accepting the significance and general thrust of his work seem to want it to be devoted
almost exclusively to such collecive social, economic and political issues - the

transformation of inculturated perspectives of society as a whole. Reference has been made
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to the more significant of these c-iticisms and to Mezirow’s general position that all
societal transformation must begin 'vith transformation of the individual. The thesis turns
now to the question of how the issues raised in these first two chapters have been

investigated for the purposes of ansvering the research questions.



