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This book is dedicaiedl to the m em ory  of my father.



“The m ost we can do 
is look more closely.”

-  Um berto Eco -



PREFACE

This b ook  is a crystallization of my long -stand ing  in terest and  in- 
volvem ent in adult experiential learning. Its orig ins go back  over a 

decade. It was experience of teaching and  adm in istra tive  du ties con- 
cern ing  adu lts  as learners that re-aroused m y in te rest in the topic of 
adu lt learning. My experiences as an educato r forced me to question  
the prev ious know ledge 1 had acquired abou t learn ing  and  education . 1 
began to vvonder if there were other theories tha t m igh t b e tte r explain 
the  adu lt learn ing  process. As a teacher of adults, I h ad  begun  to find 
m ost b ooks on  learning theory increasingly unsa tislacto ry  as expla- 
nations. M oreover, each theory provided a particu la r p ic ture of learning 
that h igh ligh ted  som e aspects and obscured  o thers. The gap betw een  
theory  an d  practice seem ed profound and difficult to bridge. This book  
is the resu lt o f my continu ing  quest to un ite  the tw o.

A llh o u g h  th ese  p re lim in ary  in v e s tig a tio n s  d id  n o t ansvver my 
questions in any way, they suggested to m e th a t a deeper m ystery was 
to be found here than 1 had  initially suspected. In any case, 1 soon  cam e 
to the conclusion  that adu lt experiential learn ing  is such  a fascinating 
and  com plex  phenom enon  that it is w orth  investigating  thoroughly. 
My in terest in these questions was further stim u la ted  w hen  1 took up  
the study  of philosophy. Philosophy has been  an im p o rtan t source of 
insp ira tion  over the past years, even though  it has left m e w ith m ore 
questions than  ansvvers. I have, hovvever, en co u n te red  concep ts and  
ideas tha t have challenged my previous ‘knovvm g’ ab o u t learn ing  and  
teaching profoundly. A nother im portant source of insp ira tion  have been 
the s tu d en ts  1 have been teaching ali these years; they have given me 
the o p p o rtu n ity  to try out my theoretical u n d e rs ta n d in g  and  ideas in 
practice.

By now  1 know  w ith certainty that going deeper in to  the phenom enon  
of adu lt experiential learning can help us to ansvver to question  of how  
adults learn . This com plex phenom enon challenges m e even m ore now
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ihan earlier. A series of unansvvered and unexplored questions await 
Solutions. Allhough seeking pure and simple universalities never ends, 
1 do believe that il is possible to discover and develop a simple, integrated 
adull learning theory. In essence, 1 have conducted m uch the same 
process oi theory building as described in this book. Studying various 
adult learning theories for their usefulness ultimately became a matter 
oi developing my personal theory of adult learning. Now, hovvever, 1 
am in a position to refine that theory further. I hope too that readers of 
this book in turn  vvill refine their personal theories as they read with a 
critical and analytical eye, bearing in m ind that although the search for 
pure and simple universalities never ends, we should nonetheless never 
give it up. In this way we may eventually bridge with the gap between 
theory and practice.

1 am greatly indebted to many people w ithout whose help and supporl 
this project would never have been completed. First of ali, 1 wish to 
express my deepest gratitude to my supervisor, Professor Tapio Vaherva, 
vvho has guided and encouraged me throughout my research effort. It 
has been a real privilege and pleasure to work with such an experienced 
adult educator. He has gently pushed me tovvards bringing my research 
to a conclusion by keeping me on -  task vvith his reguiar, bu t kind 
queries of “Hows it com ing along?”. However, he has also understood 
that the life of the adult scholar is not lim ited solely to research. I would 
also like to thank Professor Sirkka Hirsjärvi whose valuable work for 
the prom otion oi post-graduate Studies in the Departm ent of Education 
was also of great help to me as it was to others. Thanks are due, also, to 
Professor Juhani Aaltola, vvho at the outset guided me towards the 
fascinating World of philosophy by posing “difficult” questions con- 
cerning my research topic. My thanks also go to Professor Annikki Jär
vinen and Distinguished Professor Stephen Brookfield, for the useful 
com m ents they gave me on the final version of the study.

A very Special word of thanks is due to Veli Verronen, lecturer in 
philosophy. His lectures and sem inars and the conversation about 
philosophy we had are am ong my special memories in writing this 
book. O ut of the wealth of his knowledge of philosophy, he has provided 
many of the clues that have stim ulated my research. My gratitude for 
his continuous mterest and enthusiasm  is deeply felt.

1 feel privileged because many colleagues and friends have followed 
the research process with particular interest and have shared their ideas, 
experiences and com m ents with me. Discussions with them  have been 
crucial as sources of inspiration and as sounding boards for the ideas
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tha t I have attem pted lo develop. Especiälly, I w ish to thank  m y colleague, 
Pekka P enttinen, for his cooperation ar.d friendship  du ring  the various 
stages of m y research  w ork. He has he lp ed  m e w ith  patience an d  
k in d n e ss  from  the  very beg inm ng  from  assis tan ce  w ith  tech n ica l 
p ro b lem s w ith  m y co m p u ter to tho ro u g h -g o in g  d iscu ssio n s ab o u t 
research m ethodology.

I also th an k  Michael Freeman, for his careful and  tho rough  atten tion  
to my m anuscrip t. He has not only corrected  language m istakes, b u t 
also suggested  w ays of im proving and  locusing  the a rgum en ta tion . 
T hanks are due, also, to Juha Virkki for h is ed ito rial expertise and  
k indness. I also thank  SoPhi for publishing this w ork.

Above ali, 1 wish to thank my nearest and  dearest at hom e -  H arri, 
m y h u sb an d , and  my daughter, Hanna, for their patience an d  support. 
T heir p resence in my life is always a very precious and  refreshing source 
of insp ira tion . 1 am  greatly indebted to my paren ts, M arjatta and Viljo, 
for the ir endless su p p o rt and help during  ali stages of my education  
an d  research  career. My husband  and my m o ther deserve Special thanks 
for the ir help  in tak ing  care of H anna during  the m ost intensive periods 
of vvriting. These four have supported  me in ways they will never know.

1 gratefully acknovvledge financial support from  The U niversity of 
Jyväskylä, the Emil Aaltonen Foundation and  the m unicipality  o f H an
kasalm i.

Jyväskylä, February 2000  Anita Malinen
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1 THE THEME OF ADULT 
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING IN 
RESEARCH

Theory building in adult education

This study  is moLivated by a certain practical and  iheoretical dis- 
satisfaction. As an adu ll educator, I have often been  confused  by 

the gap betw een  practice and  theory. U nfortunately, the adu lt learning 
process is no t generally carried out in the way described  in  books con- 
cern ing  adu lt learning. Building conceptual m odels and  theories can 
thus be seen a k ind  of intellectual exercise w ithou t an  u rg en t need  to 
prove them  true or false in practice (see Brookfield 1992; see also K on
tiainen 1991, 42). But theorizing in itself is no t a sufficient justification . 
U nderly ing ali form al theorizing is a larger pu rpose having to do w ith 
im proving  som e aspect of existence, vvhether it be physical, psycho- 
logical, political o r educational (Brookfield 1992). U sher (1 989a), m ore- 
over, em phasizes that the purpose of educational theory is essentially 
pragm atic in help ing  its practitioners to enhance an d  refine the ir under- 
stand ing  and  the ir praxis.

W hat are the reasons for this gap? The m ost serious ‘fault’ concern ing  
theory -bu ild ing  attem pts in adult education is that they are too specific, 
too narrovv in scope (Brookfield 1989; 1992; U sher 1989b). We have 
m any explanations, each of w hich contributes som eth ing  to ou r under- 
stand ing  of ad u lt learning. Wc have several m icro-theories w hich have 
been proposed lor context-specific purposes (e.g. facilitating self-directed 
learn ing  or develop ing  critical rellection) Som etim es these ‘theo ries’ 
are sets of assum ptions concern ing  the best practices govern ing  a very 
specific educational transaction. Some theories have focused prim arily  
on defin ing the characteristics of adults or on designing Strategies and



tech n iq u es for adu lt learning. F u rth erm o re , som e of them  have 
concentrated on the cognitive and logical dimensions of the adult learner, 
vvhereas the affective and mtuitive dim ensions of the adult learner have 
been largely ignored (see Brookfield 1985; Wacks 1987). Theories may 
even employ global concepts, bu t these concepts are often poorly defined 
and ambiguously related to one another and everyday life. For these 
reasons theories are not accessible or understandable by practitioners. 
At present adult education ‘theory’ seems to be a collection of bits of 
more or less theoretical knowledge, lacking in focus and integration 
(see Lawson 1992; Merriam 1987; Usher 1989a; 1991; see also Bright 
1989a). On the whole, there exists too m uch ambiguity produced by 
too many facts, viewpoints and perspectives. In no sense can such sets 
of assum ptions be considered to be all-inclusive, “grand” theories of 
adult education (Brookfield 1992). Nevertheless, they have contributed 
to the generation of many academic orthodoxies (see e.g. Brookfield 
1985; 1989). And these orthodoxies have had a powerful influence 
both on research and practice in adult education. A researcher rmght, 
for example, build a lifetime of research on the self-directed learning 
process upon a weak analysis of what self-directedness itself is (cf. Scnven 
1988). On the other hand, practitioners unlortunately have often un- 
critically accepted these orthodoxies and applied them  mechanically in 
their own activities.

To sum  up, the area of adult education research is fragmented; there 
has been little follow-up and continuity (see Courtney 1986; Garrison 
1994; Usher 1989b). In fact, adult education research could be said to 
be still in a pre-paradigm atic State. O r would it be better to characterize 
it as suffering from paradigm atic plurality (see Brookfield 1984b; 1989; 
Merriam 1987)? As a consequence, the developm ent of formal theory 
building in adult education is at a very early stage. Therefore, the search 
for t h e  all-embracing, universally generalizable theory upon which to 
base the study and practice of adult education is a present and urgent 
challenge for researchers (see e.g. Brookfield 1992; Garrison 1992; 
Lawson 1989; Rachal 1986). This search for a formal theory of adult 
education should continue by identifying the fundam ental concepts 
and issues underlying the pre-em inent theoretical frameworks (see e.g. 
Brookfield 1984b; 1989; Glaser 1978, 144-146). Researchers should 
be seeking to reduce the num ber of concepts, thus unifying, or at least 
m oderating, the existing plurality in an intelligible way. This is the only 
way our conceptual and theoretical understandm g of adult education 
will be advanced and the only way adult education research will ever
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be laken seriously as an aulonomous academic field of sludy (Brookfield 
1988a; Rubenson 1982; see also Kontiainen 1991, 52).

A part of evaluation what theory building has been done involves 
delineating what a theory of adult education might look like, and what 
criteria might be used for judging its significance (Merriam 1987; see 
also Steutel 1988). Brookfield (1992) has presented an interesting 
analytical challenge by suggesting three categories of criteria for formal 
theory building in adult education. Epistemological criteria (discreteness, 
empirical grounding, researchability, comprehensiveness) refer to the 
ways in which we come to know that the categories of knovvledge 
com prising a formal theory are judged to be intellectually sound. 
C om m unicative criteria (com m unicative clarity, invitational tone, 
connectedness, prescriptive policing), in turn, refer to judging  the 
assessibility and clearness of a theory. The final category, critically analytic 
criteria (assumptive avvareness, ethical attention, contextual sensitivity, 
reformulative consistency, value-judgmental explicitness), describe the 
ways in which a body of theoretical work is subjected to constant critical 
analysis by its own proponents. Even though the origins of these criteria 
lie in the realm of informal discourse1; they challenge researchers to 
attem pt formal theory building. 1 agree with Brookfield that proposing 
a common set of criteria is an important step in developing a dialogue 
among researchers and theorists engaged in formal theorizing in very 
diverse contexts.

I would like to propose that, in particular, five of Brookfields criteria 
should challenge researchers in adult education to further formal theory 
building. These five criteria are precisely those, which mesh vvell with 
the conceptual analysis. The others are more connected to its the 
empirical and practical aspects. Firstly, the criterion of connectedness  
proposed by Brookfield demands that theoretical assertions can be 
understood by practitioners as having some kind of connection to their 
own activities. Many theoretical elforts do meet this criterion. Hovvever, 
it seems that formal theory is more rcadily applicable than substantive 
theory to different classes of substantive areas (Glaser 1978, 1 56). Thus, 
the more formal or general the t heo ry  is the more useful it is for 
practitioners in diverse contexts. Secondly, the criterion of discreteness  
refers to the extent to which a body of theoretical ideas is seen to refer 
to a phenom enon that is discrete, disiinct and separate. Brookfield 
proposes two choices for researchers in order to satisfy this criterion. 
They can concentrate on specific aspects of practice -  for example nature 
of teaching-learning transaclions, the development of critical reflection
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-  w hich  are observable across diverse contexts. F or ih is k in d  of analysis 
he  p ro p o se s  ap p ly in g  th e  G laser a n d  S trauss  m e th o d  o f c o n s tan t 
com parison . O n the o ther hand , researchers can restrict the ir theoretical 
analyses to sharply defined fields of practice (e.g. con tin u in g  professional 
education , literacy) and  try to develop m iddle range, substantive theories 
applicable only w ith in  each of these fields. The first alternative has, 
how ever, the m ost po ten tia l for develop ing  a form al theory  w ith the 
greatest level of generality. For exam ple, by  exam in ing  how  adu lts learn  
across diverse contexts, we com e to a deeper u n d erstan d in g  of the nature 
and  rhy thm  of this process and  to an app rec ia tion  of how  it is affected 
by con tex tua l features. A “g ran d ” theo ry  of ad u lt learn ing  may lollovv.

Thirdly, the criterion  of comprehensiveness refers to the ex ten t to w hich  
any (ormal theory  accounts for ali aspects of the p h en o m en o n  stud ied . 
For exam ple, we have recently  m any m iddle range theories around the 
them e of adu lt learn ing  (e.g. au tob iograph ical learn ing , self-d irected  
learnm g, develop ing  learn ing), b u t a m ore com prehensive  theory  is 
still m issing. Fourthly, the criterion  of assumptive awareness asks if the 
a s su m p tio n s  u n d e r ly in g  form al th e o re tic a l e la b o ra tio n s  are m ade  
explicit. A ssessm ent of these und erly in g  theoretical roo ts and  founda- 
tions of the theories is, how ever, a m a tte r of im m ediate urgency. Finally, 
these four criteria are naturally  follovved by the criterion  of reformulative 
consistency, w hich refers to the ex ten t to w hich  a theo ry  changes over 
tim e in response to new  research, to critical analyses, and  to the th eo ris t’s 
ow n in terp re tive  leaps forw ard. G enera ting  m ore discrete and  co m 
p rehensive theory  is an ever-developing en tity  (see Glaser «Sr S trauss 
1974, 9, 32), w hich gradually  m ay influence to the developm ent of 
m ore accessible term inology, too. This, in tu rn , m ay help  practitioners, 
so tha t theoriz ing  does no t rem ain as a m ere in te llectual exercise in an 
ivory tower.

More specifically, w hat then is m ean t by a ‘form al theory  of adu lt 
e d u c a tio n ’? Nearly ali defin itions inco rpo rate  the n o tion  tha t a theory  
is a set oi in terre lated  ideas, p rincip les, o r concep ts tha t a ttem p ts  to 
ex p la in  a ce rta in  p h en o m e n o n . C o n fu s io n  o cc u rs  since  the te rm s 
“m o d e l”, “fram ew ork”, “concep tual schem e”, o r “system ” are used inter- 
changeably  w ith  the term  theory  (M erriam  1987; S trauss «Sr C orb in  
1991, 147). A form al theory  of ad u lt education  cou ld  be defined as an 
integrated, comprehensive entiLy vvith a high degree of universalily concern ing  
the basic ph en o m en a in this area -  e.g. the process of adu lt learning. 
T hus, the basic b u ild ing  blocks of a formal theo ry  w ould  be concep ts 
w ith a specific set of properties th a t illum inate th is  basic p h en o m en o n
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(G lase r  &  S trauss  1974 ,  35 -43 ;  S trauss  &  C o rb in  1 9 9 1 ,  29 ,  74).  1 
p ro p o s e  w i th  B rookfie ld  (1 9 9 2 )  th a t  s u c h  a fo rm al th e o r y  o f  a d u l t  
e d u c a t io n  em erges  from a clarifying s tu d y  of ex is t ing  su b s tan t iv e  o r  
m id d le  range  th eo r ies  dea ling  vvith a d u l t  le a rn in g  in  m a n y  dif feren t 
ty pes  o f  s i tu a t io ns  o r  con tex ts  (see D en z in  19 70 ,  120; G laser  1978 ,  
G laser  &  S trauss  1974 , 79; Lawson 1989; S trauss  &  C o rb in  1 9 91 ,  174- 
1 7 5 ) .  T h e s e  su b s ta n t iv e  th e o r ie s  typ ica l ly  h a v e  i m p o r t a n t  g e n e ra l  
re levance for the d ev e lo p m en t  of a g ro u n d e d  formal theory  (G laser 1978, 
146).  1 agree, how ever,  w ith  Glaser a n d  S trauss  (1 9 7 4 )  th a t  a formal 
th e o ry  is n o t  a p erfec ted  a n d  final p ro d u c t ,  b u t  in s te a d  it is a process, an 
ever-developing enlity  (p. 9, 32; my partia l italics).

Tovvards a deeper underslanding of adult 
experiential learning

T h e  a im  o f  th is  s tu dy  is to search  the essences of o n e  Central p h e n o m e n o n  
in  th e  area  o f  adu lt  e d u c a t io n  -  adu lt  exp e r ien t ia l  lea rn ing .  It has, as a 
s o m e w h a t  n e w  e d u c a t io n a l  orthodoxy , t e n d e d  to  a t t rac t  m o s t  th o se  
in te re s te d  in  ad u l t  e d u c a t io n  -  especially e d u c a to r s  in very d iverse  c o n 
texts. E xperien tia l  lea rn in g  is often seen in  an  o v e rw h e lm in g ly  posi t ive  
a n d  l ibe ra t ing  light. T h e  te rm  ‘experien tia l  le a rn in g ’ is, ho w ev er ,  u se d  
in  m a n y  d is t in c t  a n d  differing ways: so m e t im e s  it is u n d e r s to o d  as a 
large p a ra d ig m  o r  f r am e w o rk  of adu lt  ed u c a t io n ,  so m e t im e s  as o n e  of 
m a n y  ‘te c h n iq u e s ’ o f  te ac h in g  adults  (see C rit icos  1996; see also Weil 
&  McGill 199 0a) .  W h y  is th is  piece of co n c e p tu a l  analys is  n e e d e d ?  T he  
p ic tu re  of a d u l t  ex perien tia l  learn ing  tha t  em erges  is co n fu s in g .  A d u l t  
exp e r ie n t ia l  lea rn in g  is a com plex ,  vague a n d  a m b ig u o u s  p h e n o m e n o n ,  
w h ic h  is still in ad eq u a te ly  defined, con cep tu a l ly  s u s p e c t  -  a n d  even  
p o o r ly  re se a rch ed  (see G arr ison  1994; M err iam  1987; S m ith  1987).  
O n  the  o th e r  h a n d ,  its theoretical an d  p h i lo so p h ic a l  fo u n d a t io n s  are 
f r a g m e n te d  a n d  co n fu s in g  (see e.g. Boud 1990; E d w a rd s  1994; Weil &  
McGill 1 9 9 0 b ;  see also S add in g ton  1998). T h ere  are too  m a n y  in ter-  
p re ta t io n s  a n d  p rio r it ies  a m o n g  the theor is ts  a n d  p ra c t i t io n e rs  th a t  no  
s ing le ,  c lea r  d efin it ion  o f  these fou n d a t io n s  c o u ld  be  co n s t ru c te d .  It 
c o u l d  be  c l a i m e d  th a t  c o n c e p tu a l  a m b i g u i t y  a n d  s e m a n t i c  c h a o s  
s u r r o u n d  d e f in i t ion s  of ad u lt  experientia l lea rn ing .  1 d o u b t ,  if its t ru e  
to tal m e a n in g  yet b e e n  en cap su la ted  in c u r r e n t  d e f in i t ion s  (cf. Scriven 
1 98 8 ) .
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This k ind  of parad igm atic  p lurality  and  lack of ag reem ent regard ing  
the p roper foundations an d  realm  of adu lt experien lial learn ing  m ean 
tha t an assessm ent of th e  w ork of the  ch ief exponen ts in th is area is 
particu la rly  im p o rta n t. T h e o ry -b u ild in g  a ttem p ts  c o n c e rn in g  ad u lt 
experiential learning need  to be exam ined  m ore thoroughly. I shall assess 
the theory-building efforts concerning adult experiential learning atlempted  
so Jar and try to contnbule to a deeper understanding o j the nature of this 
phenomenon. I try to reduce concep tual confusion  and  develop an  alter- 
native concep tualization  of it. Accordingly, I am  co n cern ed  w ith  formal 
theory  bu ild ing  in the area of ad u lt experien tial learning. This m eans 
asking “inconven ien t” questions: W hat are the basic p rem ises of cu rren t 
theories? YVhat are the m ost im p o rtan t argum ents? Are these argum en ts 
sufhcient? Are the a rgum ents convincing? How dense in concep tua l 
detail are the theories? Are there any u n fo u n d ed  generalizations? Are 
there m ore op im ons th an  facts? Are there any h id d e n  argum ents? In 
sum : w hat are the possib ilities an d  the lim its of these particu la r theories 
in  explain ing and  u n d e rs ta n d in g  adu lt experien tial learning?

In investiga tion  of these  th eo ry  b u ild in g  efforts th ree  d ifle ren t 
approaches are possible: descriptive, rescriptive and  prescriptive (Steutel 
1988). This piece of concep tual analysis cou ld  be defined p rim arily  as 
resc rip tive . Because a d u lt e x p e rien tia l le a rn in g  is c o n c e rn e d  w ith  
com plicated  concepts, highly resis tan t and  u ltim ately  irreducib le  to a 
purely  linguistic explication , m u ch  of it canno t fairly be sub jected  to 
sim ple, conceptual re-defin ition . It follovvs tha t th is  concep tual analysis 
has to be done by analyzing, and  n o t by re-placing, com plex  concepts. 
(see Scriven 1988; S teu te l 1 9 88 .) For c u rre n t Central co n c ep ts  o f 
education  the descrip tive m e th o d  is su itable, b u t the ou tcom e has to 
co rresp o n d  to cu rren t fram evvorks of Central ed u catio n al concep ts. 
Rescriptive analysis is bes t for develop ing  alternative concepts. It starts 
by dravving atten tion  to  certain  theoretical defects and  inadequacies in 
the relations betvveen cu rren t concep ts. The driv ing  lorce b eh in d  re
scriptive research is th u s a k ind  of in tellectual d issatislaction  w ith  the 
existing configurations of the Central concepts. Rescriptive analysis vvill 
inevitably po in t to the m ore or less theoretical adequacy of the alternative 
central concep ts com pared  to ex isting  form s of concep tualization . In 
this study, it sh o u ld  resu lt thus in  a proposal to em ploy a revised con
ceptualization o f adult experiential learning, w h ich  m eans, from a th e o 
retical vievvpoint, m ore adequate  concep ts than  those cu rren t central 
concep ts concern ing  th is p h en o m en o n .
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This revised conceptualization should be  also theoretically  relevant 
and  theoretically  interesting  (Steutel 1988; see also N iin iluoto  1984, 
154), because each of these re-definitions is involved in the con tinu ing  
re -s tru c tu rin g  of the total phenom enon u n d e r  scrutiny. C oncep tual 
analysis of this k ind  can never be com pleted, since it exists only vvithin 
the con tex t of debate, re-assessm ent and re-defin ition . Therefore, as a 
researcher, I am  n o t seeking Yes or No ansvvers, b u t m y crucial aim  is to 
suggest a revised conceptualization of adu lt experiential learn ing  and  
to m aintain  an open dialogue (Schriven 1988; W ilson &  H utchinson  
1991; see also Brookfield 1992). Accordingly, this study  is part of the 
ever-developing entity  of adult education theory, part of the process of 
refining the theory  of adult experiential learning.
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2 THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS 
AND METHODOLOGY

Sources

For the purposes of this investigation  I selected five landm ark  theories: 
the andragogical app roach  of M alcolm  Knowles, the  experien tial 

learn ing  theory  of David Kolb, the  transfo rm ation  theory  of adu lt learn- 
ing developed by Jack Mezirow, the A ction Learning approach  developed 
by Reginald Revans and  finally the ‘reflec tion -in -ac tion’ theo ry  of D o
nald  Schön.

Knovvles developed his andragogical app roach  -  “the art and  science 
of help ing  adu lts learn” (1980 , 43) -  to m ore than  four decades. At the 
beg inn ing  he regarded th is app roach  as the an tithesis o f pedagogical 
m odel of learning. A ndragogy w as good and  pedagogy w as bad. He 
tu rn e d  since  the  d ic h o to m y  in to  a c o n tin u u m  an d  p re se n ts  these  
ap p ro ach es as tw o parallel sets of assu m p lio n s  ab o u t le a rn e rs  an d  
learn ing  tha t need  to be checked  o u t in  each situation . As a result, the 
andragogical app roach  has becom e a general theo ry  ab o u t learn in g  
(K now les 1989, 113). K now les’ ph ilosoph ica l o rien ta tion  has its roots 
in hum an istic  psychology, pragm atism , existentialism  and  behaviorism  
(see Jarvis 1991). Jo h n  Dewey, E duard  L indem an, A braham  M aslow 
and  Carl Rogers exist as the theoretical b ack g ro u n d  to  h is theorizing . 
Knowles accepts -  even glories in — the criticism  that he is a philosophical 
e c le c tic  o r  s i tu a t io n a l is t  w h o  a p p l ie s  h is  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  b e lie fs  
differentially to different situations. He claim s to be free from  any single 
ideological dogm a. F urthe rm ore , he says tha t andragogy is “a conceptual 
fram ew ork that serves as a basisjor an emergent theory" (1989 , 111-112; 
my italics). His book  The adult learner. A neglected species is essential for 
the pu rposes of this concep tual analysis.

P erhaps the m ost fam ous perspective on adu lt experiential learn ing  
is tha t of David Kolb. Kolb h im self defines experiential learn ing  as “a



p ro g ra m  p ro fo u n d ly  re -c rea t ing  our  p e rso n a l  lives a n d  social s y s le m s” 
(1 9 8 4 ,  18). Il is a g u id in g  ph ilo sop hy  a n d  c o n c e p lu a l  ra t ion a le  as well 
as a p ract ica l  e d u ca t io n a l  tool for life long le a rn in g  (ib id .) .  His basic  
ideas are in l ro d u c e d  in h is  b o o k  Experiential learning. Experience as the 
source o f learning and developm ent p u b l i sh e d  in 1984 .  Il is an in teg ra t io n  
of fifleen y e a rs ’ research  on  learn ing  styles a n d  le a rn in g  process.  A ccord- 
ing lo Kolb “the experiential learning model pursues a fra m ew o rk fo r  exam in- 
ing and strengthening the critical linkages am ong education, work and personal 
developm ent” (1 9 8 4 ,  4; m y italics). Kolbs m o d e l  h a s  h a d  a s igm fican l  
im p a c t  o n  m a n a g e m e n t  tra in in g  a nd  profess iona l d e v e lo p m e n t  research  
(see e.g. S u g a rm a n  1985).  It is tied clearly  to th e  w o rk  o f  J o h n  Dewey, 
Kurt Lewin a n d  Jean  Piaget. His c u r r e n t  research  focuses o n  lea rn ing  
a n d  the  ro le  o f  con v e rsa t io n  in lea rn ing  (H ä m ä lä in e n  &  Siirala 1998).

J ac k  M ez i ro w ’s ch ie f  co n tr ib u t io n  in the  area  o f  th e o ry  b u i ld in g  is 
T ran sfo rm at ion  T h e o ry  of a d u l t  learning, “a le a rn in g  th e o ry  cen te red  
o n  m e a n in g ” ( 1 9 9 1 c ,  xii). It is in ten ded  to  b e  “a com prehensive, idealized  
and universal model consistingof thegeneric structures, elements and processes 
o ja d u lt learning” ( 1 9 9 4 b ;  m y  italics). J a ck  M ezirow  w ro te  m a n y  art ic les 
w ith  th is  th e m e  d u r in g  the  1980s. His basic  ideas  are s u m m a r i z e d  in 
his b o o k  Transform ative dimensions o f adult learning  (1 9 9 1 c ) .  He is an  
in s tance  o f  re fo rm u la t iv e  consis tency  a n d  re - in te rp re ta t io n ;  s ince  1978  
he has  c o n t in u o u s ly  m o d i f ied  a nd  specified  h is  th e o ry  (see Mezirow 
1994 ,  1 996 ,  1 998) .  M ezirow  sets his th eo ry  w i th in  a clearly recog n ized  
a n d  carefully  a rg u e d  ph ilo sop h ica l  con tex t ,  th a t  o f  H a b e rm a s ’ critical 
th eo ry  -  especia lly  th eo ry  o f  c o m m u n ica t iv e  action .

Revans def ines  A ction  L earn ing  as “an em pirical approach to the treat- 
m ent o f problems and opportunities offered in conditions o f change ( ignorance , 
risk a n d  c o n fu s io n )” (1 9 8 2 ,  7 1 0 -7 1 1 ;  m y  italics). He c la im s th a t  A ction  
Learn ing  is “as o ld  as hum anity ,  il lustrated tn the O ld  Testam ent,  ju s ti f ied  
in the  N ew  a n d  im plic it  in classical p h i lo s o p h y ” (1 9 8 5 ,  13). Revans 
h as  b e e n  d ev e lo p in g  A ction  Learning p ro g ra m s  for o ver  4 0  years. T he  
earliest p r o g r a m m e  w as set u p  w ith  the N ation a l  A ssoc ia tion  o f  Colliery  
M anagers  in 1952. A ction  Learn ing  focuses on  prac t ice  a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  
e d u c a t io n .  It w as  in t e n d e d  as an approaeh to the  re so lu t ion  o f  m a n a g e 
m e n t  difficulties a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  d e v e lo p m e n t  -  n o t  as an  e d u ca t io n a l  
in s t ru m e n t .  R evans’ m a jo r  ideas were first in t ro d u c e d  in a n u m b e r  o f 
articles. T hese  have  s ince  been  collected in the  b o o k  The origins and  
growth o f Action Learning  (19 8 2 ) .

S c h ö n s  ‘re f le c t io n - in -a c t io n ’ -theory  is th o ro u g h ly  p re s e n te d  in Edu- 
cating the reflective practitioner  (1988).  l i e  is m a in ly  in te re s ted  in p ro -



fessional education  and  re-bu ildm g  Jo h n  Dewey s th eo ry  of m quiry. 
U nderly ing  S chön’s view is a co n stru c lio n is l view of reality as opposed  
lo ihe trad ilional positiv ist epistem ology of p ractice and  the objectivist 
view of reaUty. “Reflective p rac ticu m ” is aim ed “ai hdping students acquire 
the kinds of artistry essential to compeience in the intermediate zones oj 
practice” (Schön 1988, 18). M uch of S chön ’s theo riz ing  is based  on 
aeslhetic exem plars (e.g. an architectual studio , a m usical appren ticesh ip , 
psychoanalytic supervision) and  occupational in terests (G rim m et 1989). 
S chöns w ork  has a ttrac ted  researchers especially in  the field of teacher 
education . In recent years Schön’s research  in terest has focused on  three 
areas: practice know ledge and  reflective practice , design research  and  
organizational learning.

These landm ark  theories can be regarded as suggesting  five different 
lenses th rough  w h ich  th is com plex  p h en o m en o n , ad u lt experien tia l 
learning, can be view ed. My choice of ju s t these five w riters is m ore 
particularly  m otivated  by th ree reasons. Firstly, the  basic criterion  for 
selection was an idea of the theoretical relevance o f these theories lor 
develop ing  a formal theory  (see G laser 1978, 150; N iin iluo to  1984, 
154; S trauss <Sr C orb in  1991, 176-177). They inc lude concep ts th a t are 
deem ed  sign ilican t in  recen t research  co n cern in g  ad u lt experien tia l 
learning, and  they provide a b road  and  diverse range of theoretical ideas 
on  th is area (G laser 1978, 150). The second  reason  refers to the  claim  
by G laser an d  S trauss (1 9 7 4 ) th a t, a lth o u g h  form al th e o ry  can  be 
generated  directly from data, it is m ost desirable -  and  usually  necessary 
-  to  generat e form al theory buildingfrom  a substanlive one (p. 79 -80 , 88- 
90; see also G laser 1978, 144). Form al theory  can thus p roceed  ou t of 
published  theory. The theory u n d e r developm ent is not, how ever, lim ited 
to those concepts tha t exist in theories u n d e r  s tudy  (G laser &r S trauss 
1974, 36; see also S trauss &  C orb in  1991, 112). My final reason  for 
selecting these five theoretists is that they are majorfigures in bo th  practice 
an d  research in adult education. T heir theories have inv ited  a substan tia l 
body of further research, critique and  refinem ent in very diverse contexts. 
Accordingly, they have con tinuously  m odified  the ir prev ious form u- 
lations and  to the sam e degree the ir positions in the  field of ad u lt e d u 
cation . At Lhe m o m en t no one of them  has a readily ap p a ren t superio rity  
over the o thers. From  the form al theoretical v iew poin t, the  cu ltu ra l 
com position  of the source m aterial -  four A m ericans and  one Briton -  
is n o t a p roblem , since the basic criterion for selecting theoretically relevant 
materials is ideas that f i t  the theoretical areas under study and the State of 
knowledge oj the field. It is of less im portance how  m uch  of an au th o r o r
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of a particular type of data is used (Glaser 1978, 150).

Generaling the research problems

The original texts written by Lhese theorists constitute the ‘raw data’ of 
this study (see Palonen 1988, 127). Texts as sources have, however, the 
problem of oversupply. Therefore, 1 separated from this raw data, which 
constitutes ali own texts of these writers, the core m a teria t By core material 
I mean a limited num ber of sources (or parts of texts) which are then 
used systematically in research (see Palonen 1988, 117-118). Thissource 
limitation is possible, because a text is like a ‘relief’; its various topics 
are not ali at the same altitude (Ricoeur 1991, 158).

Accordingly, the texts, as a whole, need to be read. 1 read the texts 
through as many times as seemed necessary in order to grasp the whole 
text in the light of particular phenomenon 1 am investigating. Careful 
and thorough reading is necessary, since the decisions concerning nature 
of the research problems, which are sought ‘from texts’, cannot be made 
until the researcher knovvs the source material vvell enough (Palonen 
1988, 140). My m anner of reading was hermeneutical: the entity of the 
text was the only entity concerning understanding and every new time 
of reading revealed more and directed the text towards its real possi- 
bilities (see Varto 1991). 1 maintained an adult experiential learning 
focus of interest in reading in guidance of my individual sense of what 
may be im portant or essential. Certainly my ‘theory-ladenness’ or pre- 
conceptions2 influenced my reading.

By having read the texts a number of times I had already a sense of 
what is “im portant”. This judgm ent of im portance is thus not a pure 
guess (see Ricoeur 1991, 162-167), even though it is based mainly on 
great many readings and thinking and generating ideas (see Glaser 1978,
11). Accordingly, ali unnecessary information was elim inated from the 
material and the rest was organized for the purpose of analysis, and 
thus prepared for answering those questions for which it has been 
collected. 1 reconstructed the texts by elim inating and transfering 
information, since it is essential to limit the num ber of concepts to the 
m inim um  required by the conceptual analysis and formal theory 
generation (Brookfield 1992; Glaser 1978, 150; Merriam 1987; Schriven 
1988). Concentration on certain aspects of the text makes a deeper and 
more precise analysis possible (Maapala 1991; Ricoeur 1991, 158; 
Strauss &r Corbin 1991, 37). This re-construction produced fifteen
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sum m aries, w hich  are n o t only  the basis o f the  analysis, b u t also tools 
Tor specification of the research  p roblem s and  the m ethods of analysis 
to be used  in  the further exam ination  of the texts.

After p relim inary  read ing  1 b roke dow n the  p h en o m en o n  of adu lt 
ex p e rien tia l le a rn in g  in to  th ree  b ro a d  ca teg o rie s  o f m ore specific 
questions, in to  the strategy of ques tion ing  (see e.g. G adam er 1988; 
Palonen 1988, 138-143).

A. R esearch p ro b lem s co n c erm n g  knoxvlcdge  and  k n o w in g  in  ad u lt 
experiential learning. H ere the analysis focuses on  the  clarification of 
tw o areas of questions w hich  constitu te  the m ain  p roblem s of th is area:

(1) How is know ledge an d  know ing  defined? W hat is the co n ten t of 
know ledge?
(2) W hat are the subjective cond itions of know ing?

T he se co n d  ca teg o ry  o f q u e s tio n s  focuses on  th e  c la r if ica tio n  of 
ind iv idual d im ensions of ad u lt experiential learning.

B. Research problem s concern ing  the conception  o i  individual d im ensions 
of adu lt experiential learning. Four areas of questions are considered  
essential here:

(1) W hat is m eant by ‘experience’? W hat is the position  and  m ean- 
m g of the learners  experience in  the learn ing  process?
(2) How do adu lts  learn? W hat is m ean t by ‘reflection’ in  the learn 
ing process?
(3) W hat k in d  of role does action play in the  learn ing  process?
(4) W hat are the ind iv idual consequences of learning?

The th ird  research task follows naturally  from the tw o earlier problem  
areas and  co n cern s the social d im e n sio n s  of the ad u lt experien tia l 
learning process.

C. Research problem s concern ing  the conception  of the social d im ensions 
of adu lt experiential learning. Three areas of questions are considered 
essential here:

(1) In w hat k ind  of con tex t does learn ing  occur?
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(2) W hat k ind  of role does interaction play in the learning process?
(3) W hat does educating an adult m e a n ?  W hat qualities are required
for an adult  educator?

In striving tovvards a more comprehensive, m ore  integrated view of 
adult  experiential learning, the theoretical relevance and centrali ty of 
the concepts used is crucial (see e.g. Brookfield 1992; Glaser 1978, 
150; Kontiainen 1991, 6; Strauss Corbm 1991, 190). These categories 
of questions may suffice to cover and identify p h en o m en o n  un d er  study, 
since in the lilerature concerning the ph ilosophy  of educat ion ,  for 
example, it is often emphasized that knowledge, teaching and learning 
are concepts that vvill bring us to the heart of the educational process 
(see e.g. Hamlyn 1978; Soltis 1968, 67; Strauss &  Corbin  1991, 38). 
By exam ina tion  of these concepts, we shall “find ourselves deeply 
im m ersed  in those ideas which are most relevant to the classroom 
situation” (Soltis 1968, 67). If one of these three concepts  is forgotten, 
a com prehensive view is not possible. On the o ther  hand , these research 
p rob lem s aim to meet also the needs of flexibility and  freedom  in 
exploring this particular phenom enon in depth .  The chosen framevvork 
and  research problem s should  not be like a Procrustean bed into which  
‘empirical facts’ i.e. texts are forced in. Instead, there shou ld  always be 
room for modification, re-building, and re-shaping of research problems 
on the basis of the texts (see Kelle 1993; Popper 1977a).

Methodological principles: hermeneulical text 
inlerpretation and the grounded theory method

There is a variety of interpretative procedures available to interpreters 
of written texts (Schriven 1988). How, then, does one select appropriate  
m e thods  in response to this conceptual consideration  since the aim is 
to reduce the conceptual confusion in the area of adult experiential 
learning? I have chosen two research m ethodologies -  the g rounded  
theory  m e th o d  and hermeneutical text m te rp re ta t ion  -  as a way of 
analyzing this com plex phenom enon (see H utch inson  1986; Wilson &  
H u tc h in so n  1991). The g rounded  theory m e th o d  offers a useful,  
systematic approach  to generate a formal theory  on the basis of the five 
landm ark  theories. The principles of hermeneutical text in terpretat ion
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guide my m anner of reading in order lo catch the right sen se  of lexts 
(Vandenberg 1995). In particular, both  approaches can be applied to 
conceptual analysis and theory building in striving tovvards a better 
understanding of com plex phenom enena (see e.g. Brookfield 1992; 
Schriven 1988; Soltis 1968).

The grounded theory m ethod

The grounded theory m ethod claims that there is m uch value in the 
conceptual ordering of research data into a body of theory, w hether it 
be substantive or formal. It permits s t r u c lu r e d  e n t r y  to concept specifi- 
cation, not conceptual definition (Glaser 1978, 3, 64; Glaser &r Strauss 
1974, 25; Strauss &r Corbin 1991, 115.) W riting a grounded theory is 
a careful, systematic “construction jo b ” vvithout theoretical completeness 
(Glaser 1978, 124, 130). T h e  c o n c e p tu a l  id ea  is its essence .  The grounded 
theory approach -  developed by Glaser and Strauss in the 1960s -  uses 
a systematic set of procedures to develop a grounded theory about the 
phenom enon under investigation. The basic structure of analysis is 
simple: the researcher engages in constant dialogue with the data through 
repetitive questioning and constant com parison (Glaser <Sr Strauss 1974, 
62-63). It means constantly re-designing and re-integrating theore t ica l  
notions: the theory is generated by the re-definition of the phenom enon 
(ibid., 101; my italics).

Both Glaser (1978) and Strauss (Strauss &  C orbin 1991) have 
developed this approach further and propose more specific analytic 
and interpretative procedures that can be used to arrive at theories. 
These procedures include “coding” techniques for conceptualizing data3. 
Procedures will vary according to the purpose of the researcher, bu t the 
basic procedures are open codmg, axial coding and selective coding. 
The purpose of open coding is to generate an emergent set of categories 
and their properties vvhich together fit, w ork and are relevant for 
integrated theory (Glaser 1978, 56). The ca te go r ie s  exist by themselves 
as conceptual elements of the theory, and are then developed in terms 
of their p r o p e r t ie s ,  i e. conceptual aspects of a category, and d im e n s io n s .  
Both vary in degree of conceptual abstraction. (Glaser &  Strauss 1974, 
36; Strauss &r Corbm 1991, 61 -74). Therefore the data is broken down 
into discrete parts by staying open and keeping in m ind the current 
categories (G laser 1978, 46-47 ). This h ap p en s via two analytic  
procedures: the m aking of systematic com parisons and the asking of
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q u estio n s  (w ho? w h en ?  w here? w hal? h o w ?  h o w  m u ch ?  w hy?). Il is 
im p o rla n i lo re m e m b e r ih a l w ha l the th e o r is l u n d e r  s tu d y  p re s e n ls  as 
h is  K now ledge is, for th e  g ro u n d ed  ih eo ris t, data  in  a p e rsp ec liv e  (G laser 
1978 , 3 3 ) . T h e  o lh e r  e sse n lia l a n a ly tic  is su e  in  th is  p ro c e d u r e  is 
rerr.em ber ih a t c o n cep lu a l calegories a n d  p ro p e r lie s  have  a life a p a r l 
from ih e  ev id en ce  ih a l gave rise to th em  (G laser 1 9 7 8 , 146; G laser &  
Strauss 1974 , 36). O p en  co d in g  is only  to try  to d isco v e r w h a t ca lego ries  
and  th e ir  re la tio n s  fit a n d  w o rk  best. In su m , it is so r tin g  o f ideas , n o t 
data; it is c o n c e p tu a l so rtin g . (G laser 1978 , 4 7 , 116).

Axial co d in g  is th e  seco n d  stage o f Lhe p ro ced u re . It refers Lo calegory  
specification , w here  it is tr ied  to relate co n cep tu a l ca tegories an d  p ro - 
per.ies to each o th e r  in new  ways by m ak ing  co n n ec tio n s  b e tw een  cate- 
gor.es a n d  sub-categories. We are still co n ce rn ed  w ith  the  d e v e lo p m en t 
of a category, b u t d ev e lo p m en t beyond  p ro p ertie s  a n d  d im en sio n s . At 
th e  axial co d in g  stage subcategories are re la ted  to  th e ir  categories. AI- 
th o a g h  o p en  an d  axial co d in g  are described  as d is tin c t analy tic  p ro c e 
dures, the  researcher actually  alternates con tinuously  be tw een  them . M ore- 
over, axial cod ing  takes p lace th ro u g h  the sam e basic  analy tic  p ro ced u re s  
as o p en  coding: th e  ask ing  o f questions a n d  m ak in g  of co m p ariso n s . 
(S trauss &r C o rb in  1991 , 9 6 -1 0 7 .)  Finally, b eco m in g  se lective m ean s  
focusing on  a p articu la r core category (G laser 1978, 56-57). At th e  selective 
cod ing  stage th e  ca tegories are in tegrated  to form  a g ro u n d e d  theory, b u t 
the  genera tion  o f th e  th eo ry  occurs a ro u n d  the  core category. In teg ra tion  
is no t very  d ifferent from  axial coding. It is ju s t  th a t it is d o n e  a t a h igher, 
m ore ab s trac t level o f analysis. (Strauss &r C o rb in  1991 , 1 1 6 -1 1 7 .)

O n th e  w hole, ali grounded theory procedures are aim ed at identifying, 
developing and relating concepts (S trauss &r C o rb in  1991 , 177; m y italics). 
The d iscovery  and  specifica tion  of differences an d  sim ilarities am o n g  an d  
w ith in  ca tegories is at the  hea rt of g ro u n d ed  theo ry  since  d ifferences add  
density  a n d  v a ria tio n  to  th e  theo ry  an d  d e e p e n  u n d e rs ta n d in g . T he 
co n stan t in terp lay  be tw een  proposing  and  ch eck in g  is w h al “g ro u n d s” 
the  iheory. H ow ever, it is h a rd  to  be sure of th e  core relevance. G ro u n d e d  
theory  is no t p roven ; it is on ly  suggested. (G laser 1978 , 154.) A ccord- 
ingly, as n o ted  earlie r on  page 1 5, this k ind  o f th eo re tica l fo rm u la tio n  is 
n o t p re se n te d  as a w ell-cod ified  set of p ro p o s itio n s , b u t in s tead  as a 
ru n n in g  theo re tica l d iscu ss io n , using  co n cep tu a l ca tego ries  a n d  th e ir  
p ro p ertie s  (see G laser &  S trauss 1974, 31). M oreover, use o f th e  g ro u n d 
ed  theo ry  p ro ced u re  m ay enable  the researcher to th in k  sy stem atically  
abou t th e  data , an d  to re la te  it in several w ays, a lth o u g h  it is also possib le  
for the re search er to d eve lop  h e r ow n cod ing  fam ilies (G laser 1978 , 82 ).
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H e rm e n e u t ic a l  text in te rpre la l ion

In terp re ta tio n  of textual sources is n eed ed  in  o rd er to specify concepts 
and  to co n s tru c t g ro u n d ed  theory. In te rp re ta tio n  o f tex tual sources 
m eans, in tu rn , “d o in g ” herm eneu tics. The text in te rp re ta tion  process 
in itself is a ques tion ing  and  nego tia tion  process, w h ich  is never lm ear 
and  clearly defined. By in te rp re ta tio n  is m ean t the  process w hereby 
readers make sense o f vvritten text, i.e. a ttem p t to u n d e rs ta n d  the lan- 
guage, them e(s) and  m eaning(s) of a text (see L eppänen 1993, 69; my 
italics). The bo rderline  betvveen readm g  an d  in te rp re ta tio n  is no t clear- 
cut. It is p robably  im possib le to decide w here read ing  stops and in te r
preta tion  begins: there is no  reading w ithou t in terpretation . Additionally, 
in te rp re ta tio n  sh o u ld  be d iffe ren tia ted  from  critique. In te rp re ta tio n  
m eans p roducing  a text after the text, vvhereas critique is p roducing  a 
text against the text (Scholes 1985, 24). The in te rp re ta tio n  of a vvritten 
text can  be co n stru c ted  in  several different ways.

A ccording to Ricoeur (1991, 113) herm eneutical reading is a dialectic 
of tw o attitudes, explanation  and  understand ing . To explain is to b ring  
out the structu re , i.e. the internal relations of dependence, that constitute 
the text. To in terp re t is to tollow the path  of though t opened  up  by the 
text, to place oneself on  route tow ard the orien t of the text. (ib id ., 212- 
122.) It is at the heart of reading that explanation  and in terpretation  are 
indefin itely  o pposed  an d  reconciled  (ib id ., 124). The exchange and  
reciprocity betw een these procedures will provide a good approxim ation 
of the dialectical character of the relation. Ricoeur considers this dialectic 
in two different ways: as proceeding from understand ing  to explanation, 
and  as proceeding from explanation to understand ing . S tructural analysis 
can be considered as a stage -  and  a necessary one -  betw een a naive 
interpretation and a critical interpretation, betw een a surlace interpretation 
and a dep th  in terpretation. Structural analysis reveals the dep th  sem antics 
of a text. This depth  sem antics gives m eaning  to the whole process and 
constitu tes the genuine object of understand ing . The dep th  sem antics of 
the text is no t necessarily w hat the au tho r in tended  to say, bu t w hat the 
text is about. It also requires a specific affinity betvveen the reader and  the 
k ind  of things the text is about. Ricoeur uses the expression “nonostensive 
reference of the text” by vvhich he m eans the k ind  of World opened  up  by 
the dep th  sem antics of the text. (R icoeur 1991, 165.)

U n d ers tan d in g  has less than  ever to do  w ith  the au th o r and  the  
original situation . To u n d e rs ta n d  a text is to follow its m ovem ent from
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what it says to what il talks about. Il want:s to grasp the proposed worlds 
opened up by the references of the text In this process the mediating 
role played by structural analysis constitutes both justification of this 
objective approach and a rectification of the subjective approach. 
Understanding is thus entirely mediated by the explanatory procedures 
that precede and accompany it. The final act of personal commitment 
cannot he excluded from the totality of objective and explanatory 
procedures that mediate it. This personal commitment does not eliminate 
the “hermeneutical circle”. This circle remains an insuperable structure 
of knowledge when applied to human matters, but this qualification 
prevents it from becoming a vicious circle. Ultimately, the correlation 
betvveen explanation and understanding, betvveen understanding and 
explanation, is the “hermeneutical circle”. (ibid., 162-167.) It then 
becomes possible to locate explanation and understanding  at two 
different stages of a unique hermeneutical arc.

In particular, distanciation as a positive component of being for a 
text makes hermeneutical reading possible (Ricoeur 1991, 298; see also 
Palonen 1988, 78-82). The meamng of the text has a significant auto- 
nomy with respect to the authors original intention, the initial cultural 
situation of the discourse, and the original addressee (Ricoeur 1991, 
298; see also Palonen 1988, 78). A text is thus autonomous in relation 
to the subjective intentions of its author. In this manner hermeneutics 
approximates to a condition of textual exegesis, where meaning enjoys 
a certain independence from an original first order reference and opens 
up a ‘second order reference’ in front of the text. An ‘autonomous’ text 
invites an unlimited series of readings -  that is, an open horizon of 
interpretations. This historical transmission of meaning places reseachers 
in a hermeneutic circle where each interpretation is both preceded by a 
semantic horizon inherited from tradition and yet exposed to multiple 
subsequent re-readings by other interpreters. (Kearney 1987, 108-109.) 
The text thus decontextualizes itself, from both a sociological and 
psychological point of view, and is able to recontextualize itself differently 
in the act of reading. This emancipation of the text is the most 
fundamental condition for the recogliilion of a critical instance at the 
heart of interpretation. (Ricoeur 1991, 298-301.)

Although the text puts questions to the interpreter and thus has the 
p o w e r  to tr ig g e r  new knowledge and assumptions about the text, it is 
also a constraint for an interpreter. Texis have namely a great deal of 
p o w e r  to  c o n s tra in  interpretation as behind the texts exists the deliberate 
author goal or intention. In addition, it is important to notice that, if
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texts are considered as com m unicalors, in terpretation  is n o t only a m alter 
oi readers’ au tonom y and  p ro jecting  the ir subjectiv ity  on  the  text, b u t 
also of pay ing  careful a tten tion  to the text and  try ing to recover at least 
som e o f its au thoria l goals and  prem ises. Othervvise Schleierm achehs 
claim  th a t the u ltim ate aim  of h erm en eu tics  is to u n d e rs ta n d  the  au th o r 
b e tte r  th a t he u n d ers tan d s  h im self (“m an  m uss so gut verstehen  u n d  
besser verstehen  als der S chriftste ller”) is n o t carried  o u t (1974 , 56). 
Finally, the situa tional, in s titu tio n a l an d  so c io -cu ltu ra l con tex t is a 
constra in t on in te rp re tation .

To sum m arize , th is study  is u ltim ately  a reading, vvriting and  th ink ing  
activity, in w hich  the researcher (I) and  the texts con tinuously  interact. 
In this study  the in te rp re ta tion  ot vvritten texts is seen as a negotiation  
betvveen author, w ritten text, reader and  context, no t as a gam e of m astery 
in vvhich one entity  has abso lu te pow er, o r even a decon tex tualized  
in te raction  betvveen text an d  reader only (see L eppänen  1993, 106). 
The aim  is to d iscover s tru c tu re s  an d  concep ts and  achieve a better 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the p h en o m en o n  u n d e r  scrutiny. In terp re ta tion  is, 
hovvever, p resen t at ali stages of th is s tudy  from the se lection  and  the 
re -construc tion  of sources u p  to text in te rp re ta tio n  and  theory  gener- 
ation. Research, in total, is always “in te rp re ta tio n ” and  the process of 
in te rp re ta tio n , in tu rn , is end less (H aapala 1991; N iin iluo to  1984; Pa
lonen  1988, 13, 191; S trauss <Sr C orb in  1991, 59). The m ost essential 
d is tin c tio n  is tha t betw een  ‘already u n d e rs to o d ’ and  ‘u n d e rs ta n d in g  
b e tte r’ (N iin iluo to  1984, 193; Palonen 1988, 14-15). F rom  this po in t 
of view, the research  “find ings” constitu te  a suggestion for a theoretical 
form ulalion  of adu lt experien tia l learn ing , vvhich sh o u ld  have three 
properties: integration, theoretical relevance and  vvorkability, i.e. enough 
theoretical variation to enable it to be app lied  to the m any different 
con tex ts in vvhich adu lt experiential learn ing  m ay occur (see Brookfield 
1992; G laser 1978, 4-5 , 134; S trauss &r C orb in  1991, 109-114).
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3 KNOWLEDGE AND KNOWING IN 
THEORIES OF A DU LT 
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

This chapter considers the overall attitudes of Knowles, Kolb, Mezirow, 
Revans and  Schön to knowledge and knovving. I am concerned  only 

w ith  selected aspects of knowledge. H ow  these theorists define the 
quality of knovvledge and  knowing? W hat are the subjective conditions 
o f  knovving? Seek ing  answ ers  to these ep is tem o log ica l  q u e s t io n s  
proceeds through a Kantian approach. Kantian approach can be regarded 
as a series of lenses through which knovvledge and knovving is perceived. 
W hy  choose Kant? O ne reason for selecting Kant is that he exam ined 
the s tructure  of h u m a n  experience and condit ions  required  for knowl- 
edge. His aim was to show how everyday experience and know ledge of 
the w orld  are possible. The other reason is the generality of Kants 
theore tization ,  w h ich  makes it the m ost  fundam enta l  and  therefore 
flexible enough  to subsum e this p h en o m en o n  u n d e r  study. lt gives 
heuristic devices for generation of conceptual ideas and  for interpretation 
of  the texts w ithou t (orcing this “construction jo b ” too m uch  (see Kelle 
1993). The th ird reason is that Kant attem pted  to provide a th ird  alter- 
native to Rationalism and Empiricism (Ham lyn 1978, 39-41).  This 
com prom ise  consists in trying to specily certain principles oi h u m a n  
unders tand ing ,  the application oi which to experience is a necessary 
cond it ion  if that experience is to be objective. Notions of experiential 
learning can be said to position us towards this k ind  oi com prom ise,  
too . Many of  exp e r ien t ia l  learn ing  th e o r i s ts  n am e ly  def ine  th e ir  
epistemological roots and  positions as lying in pragm atism  or con- 
s t ru c t iv i s m ,  w h ic h  are also som e k in d  of  c o m p ro m is e s  b e tw e e n  
Rationalism and Empiricism.
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The nature and qualities of knowledge

1 shall  firstly ex am in e  b as ic  d e f in i l io n s  o f  a k in d  o r  th e  ta k in g  of an  
a t t i tu d e  o n  knovvledge a n d  k n o w in g  th a t  are  p re s e n t  in  th e o n e s  u n d e r  
study. In genera l ,  it c o u ld  b e  sa id  th a t  th e se  th e o re t ic ia n s  h ave  b e e n  less 
i n t e r e s t e d  in  th e  e p i s te m o lo g ic a l  p r o b l e m s  t h a n  th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  
q u e s t io n s  c o n c e rn in g  a d u l t  ex p e r ien t ia l  le a rn in g  -  w i th  th e  ex ce p t io n  
o f  Kolb. H e c la im s th a t  “h e n c e ,  to  u n d e r s t a n d  k n o w le d g e ,  w e  m u s t  
u n d e r s t a n d  the  p sy e h o lo g y  o f  th e  le a r n in g  p rocess ,  a n d  to understand  
learning, we m ust understand  epistem ology  -  th e  o r ig ins ,  n a tu re ,  m e th o d s  
a n d  l im its  o f knovvledge” (1 9 8 4 ,  3 7 ;  m y  italics).

K olb , Revans a n d  S c h ö n  h av e  o n e  c o m m o n  feature .  T h ese  th ree  
vvriters d iv ide  k n o w le d g e  m  tw o  ba s ic  types ,  even  if th ey  n a m e  th e m  
differently. K olbs  b as ic  d if fe ren t ia t ion  is betvveen social4 an d  personal 
k n o w le d g e .

Social knovvledge5:

* th e  c iv i lized  objective a c c u m u -  
iation of previous h u m a n  cultural 
experience

* an independent, socially an d  cul- 
tu ra l ly  t r a n sm i t t e d  netvvork of 
w ords, symbols, and  images

* is based  solely on  comprehension
* s tan d s  a lone  from the  p ersona l 

experience  of the user
* shapes individual development by 

gu id ing  people  in their  choices of 
experiences in a field of personal 
life space and  physical reality that 
is ex p a n d in g  continuously

* ali social knovvledge is learned
* valid social knovvledge is created
* the course  of individual deve lo p 

m en t  is shap ed  by cultural system  
of social knovvledge

P erso na l  knovvledge:

* th e  a c c u m u la t io n  of th e  i n d i 
vidual p e rso n s  subjective life ex
periences

* a co m b in a t io n  of direct appre-  
hensions  of experience and  the 
soc ia lly  a c q u i r e d  c o m p r e h e n -  
sions

* explains experience a nd  guides ac- 
tions

* the result of the transaction  be
tvveen the form or s truc tu re  of its 
e x te rn a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  an d  
transformational g ram m ar (social 
knovvledge) and the internal rep 
resentational and  transform ation  
processes that the p erson  has de- 
v e l o p e d  in h i s / h e r  p e r s o n a l  
knovvledge system
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Revans contrasts p r o g r a m m e d  k n o w le d g e  and  q u e s t io n in g  in s ig h t .

Programmed knovvledge: Questioning insight:

is connected with re sp o n s ib le  a c 
tio n , carrying penalties for failure, 
in the  real w orld  and  Action 
Learning exercises 
is to be sought through Action 
Learning
comes only with a recognition 
From vvithin the self that one’s per- 
ception of what is going on in the 
here-and-novv falls far short of 
o n e ’s responsib il i ty  for do ing  
something useful about it

Schön suggests a distinction between p r o fe s s io n a l  k n o v v le d g e  and p r o -  
f e s s io n a l  a r tis try . Knovving-in-practice links these Lwo kinds of knovvledges 
to each other.

is connected  with a c a d e m ic a lly  
c o n tr iv e d  “rese a rch ” and debased 
booklearning
the product of technical instruc- 
tion
is acquired through the p u b lish e d  
s y lla b u s  of the teaching institution 
technical puzzles 
d o m a in  o f  e x p e r ts

Professional knovvledge:

* includes a store of theories, 
techniques,  “facts”, “proce- 
dures” and “rules”

* c o n s t i tu te s  a h ie ra rch y  of 
knovvledge: basic science, ap- 
plied science, the technical 
skills of day-to-day praclice

* g e n e ra l, theoretica l, p ropositiona l  
knovvledge enjoys a privileged 
position

Knovving-in-prachce:

* increasingly tacit and sponta- 
neous

* the tacit understandings have 
grovvn up around the repeti- 
tive experiences of a special- 
ized practice

Professional artistry:

* knovving is in  action
* refers to the kind of competence 

practitioners sometimes display in 
unique, uncertain, and conflicting 
situations of practice

* refers to the sorts oi k n o w -h o w  re- 
vealed in intelligent action, (e.g. a 
physical performance or a private 
operation)

* is revealed by spontaneous, skil- 
ful execution in performance

* we are characteristically u n a b le  to  
VTiake it v e r b a lly  ex p lic it

* knovving-in-action is converted to 
knovv!edge-in-action b y  ac t o f  d e 
skr ip tio n

* a professional knovving-in-action 
is embedded in the socially and 
institutionally structured context
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* is exercised in the inslilutional sei- shared by a com m unity of prac-
lings pariicular lo ihe profession, litioners (knowing~in-pracdce)
organized in lerms of ils charac-
lerislic uniis of aclivily and ils fa- 
miliar lypes of praclice siiuaiions

* consirained or facilitaied by its 
com m on body  of p ro fessional 
knovvledge and ils apprecialive 
sysiem

In con lrasl to these d icholom ies, Mezirovv differentiates ihree qualities 
of know ledge, vvhich are located in the knovving subject. These th ree 
qualities are recipe knovvledge, m ean in g  perspectives and  m ean ing  
schem es, and  em ancipatory  know ledge.

A m eaning perspective:

* refers lo the  s t r u c tu r e  o f  a s s u m p t io n s  
w ithin vvhich ones past experi- 
ence assimilates and transform s 
new experience

* generalized set of habits of expec- 
tation

* an orienting  frame of reference 
that we use in projecting our sym- 
bolic models

* a  (u s u a l l y  tac i t )  b e l i e f  s y s i e m  for 
in lerpreting  and evaluating the 
m eaning of experience

* f o r m s ,  l im i ts  and d is to r t s  thinking, 
believing and feeling and learning

* (ilters both perception and com- 
prehension

* more or less lully developed
* may be dysfunctional in adult life
* “preexisting syslems of s c h e m a t -  

i z e d  a n d  a b s t r a c t e d  k n o x v le d g e  -  
beliefs, theories, propositions and 
schem as”, that inaccurately repre- 
sent the external World

Recipe i.e. nonreflective knowledge:

* habituated actions, r ou t ines
* c u l lu r a l ly  a s s i m i la te d  or “introject- 

ed”: we have learned things that 
we have never been conscious of 
learning

* tac i t  knowledge
* can be transform ed by bringing it 

into span of attention, explicating 
it and re-assessing its validity, con- 
sequences and usefulness, as is 
done in psychotherapy

* v a lu e s  and b e h a v io r a l  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
are im plem enied through it

Meaning schemes:

* t h e  p a r i i c u l a r  k n o w l e d g e ,  be l ie f s ,  
v a l u e  j u d g m e n t s  a n d  fee l in g s  ihat 
become articulated in an interpre- 
tation

* are derived from earlier, often un- 
reflective inierpretaiions

* spec i f ic  habits of expectation
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* three types: epislemic, socio- 
linguistic and psychological

* epislemic premise distortions: 
d is lo r te d  assumpiions ahoul 
ihe naiure and use of knovvl- 
edge

* sociolinguislic premise distor
tions: Society and languagear- 
bitrarily  shape and limit per- 
ception and understanding

* psychological premise distor
tions: artifacts of our earlier ex- 
perience have becomedysfunc-  
t ional in adulthood

Knovvles’ only explicit comments concerning knowledge are follovving:

“The purpose of education is primarily to Lran sm it  knovvledge  (with 
some nodding to skills, understandings, attitudes and values). The 
‘educated person’ isä  k n o vv ledg eab leperso n .  ... They would be knovvl- 
edgeable too -  but expandingly, not statically, knowledgeable.” (1989, 
132.)

“The way to produce competent people is to have them ac q u ire  th e i r  
knovvledge  (and skills, understandings, attitudes, values and inter- 
ests) in the  c o n te x t  o f  its a p p l i c a t i o n ” (Knovvles 1989, 18-19.)

Kolb, Revans and Schön seem to agree upon the existence of some kind 
of ‘objective’ knovvledge. Also Knovvles and Mezirovv (see above and 
page 32) accept the existence of objective’ knovvledge, but they refer to 
it more or less implicitly, and do not define it as clearly as the other 
three. This objective’ knovvledge is an independent entity, vvhich is 
organized into a coherent and explicit form. It is like a p u b l ic  d a ta  b a n k ,  
vvhich consists of relatively stable structures (see Bohm &r Peat 1989, 
56). This ‘objective’ knovvledge is very similar to vvhat Popper (1977b) 
calls World 3 products of the human mind, vvhich consist of cultural 
heritage “coded on material substrates” and theoretical systems. These 
World 3 products are, (or example, Scientific theories, Scientific problems 
and vvorks of art. It may be knovvledge of propositions, of sensory 
objects, or of spiritual objects. In sum, ‘objective’ knovvledge is mostly

* ihe c o n c r e t e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  of 
ineaning perspectives

* iranslate these general expecta- 
tions into specijic gu ides  o f  actions

* people interpret situations
* guides the vvay they experience, 

leel, understand, judge and act in 
different situations

* (it together vvithin meaning per
spectives, vvhich represent the 
vvay a person looks at him/her- 
self and relationships
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in a propositional form, which is capable o f being universally accepted 

as true o f the world  (see e.g. Hamlyn 1970, 103-104; Scrulon 1996, 
325). Accordingly, this knowing ihat -knowledge is usually accepled as a 
source o f useful paradigms, concepts and metaphors or as the paradigm 
of theoretical success (see Bright 1989b; Scruton 1996, 325).

This independent entity o f knowledge is localed ‘out thcre ’ and 
remains thus separated from a knovving subject. More precisely, tt is 
located belvveen Kant’s two worlds, vvhich are one of the determinate 
and knowable, the phenomenal and the other of the indeterminate and 
unknowable, the noumenal (Kant 1996, 212-316; see also Bowen 1981, 
211,217). How is it possible for ‘objective’ knowledge w ith  these char- 
acteristics to have an impacl on anything? W ho are the carriers or agents 
of objective’ knowledge? ‘Objective’ knowledge seems to be specialized 
knowledge carried out by Special groups of people who perform  on a 
regular basis activities that others do not. The ‘objective’ knowledge is 
thus distinguished from everyday or common sense knowledge shared 
by ali adults. This store of ‘objective’ knowledge is expanding contin- 
uously as a function of the interaction between “special” know ing sub- 
jects and environment (see Hamlyn 1978, 54). On the whole, ‘objective’ 
knowledge is a social construction, made by human beings themselves 
(see e.g. Hamlyn 1978; Polkinghorne 1989).

The other quality of knowledge is heavily individual in character. How 
is this individual knowledge different from that o f ‘objective’? What are 
the basic distinctions between them? The characteristics of individual 
knowledge could be described w ith  three words: subjective (as opposite 
to ‘objective’), tacit (as opposite to public or common), connected in action 
(as opposite to located ‘out ihere’). First and foremost, this individual 
knowledge is located in mind  of a knowing subject. It is a tacit way of 
know ing, which, in turn , is characterized as im p l ic i t  ( it cannot be 
completely stated), holistic (each element is related to the whole), and 
unavailable (one cannot give a critical account of it) (see Roberts 1992, 
269). Tacit knowing is more fundamental than propositional knowing: 
we can know more than we can teli and we can teli nothing w ilhout 
relying on our awareness of things we may not be able to teli (Polanyi 
1964a, x). Furthermore, individual knowledge is connected in action. 
Especially Schön and Revans suggesl an mtimate relationship between 
knowing and action. They even identify knowing and doing:

“ ... know ingand doing are inseparable” (Schön 1983, 163-165,345).
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“Artistry is an exercise oi intelligence, a kind of knowing, though  dif- 
ferent in crucial respects from our standard  m odel of professional 
knovvledge. It is no t inherently  m yslerious; it is rigorous in  its ow n 
terms; and  we can learn a great deal abou t it -  w ith in  w hat lim its, we 
should  treat as an open question -  by carefully studying the perform- 
ance of unusually competent performers." (Scbön 1988, 13.)

In m anagem ent ... there is no effective knovving vvithout also the 
capacity to do. To know is to be able to do. ... , so that one can demon- 
sirate ones knowledge.” (Revans 1982, 655.)

The above defin itions bear some sim ilarity to A risto te lian  p ractical 
knovvledge, since the purpose of A ristotelian practical know ledge is to 
act appropriately  in the World (Usher 1989a). It could  be characterized  
as knowing how -know ledge, which is a m atter o f skill and  a m atte r of 
technique. Knowing how -skill is a skill, w hich is rationally  acquired  
and  rationally  exercised. However, Schön describes know ledge, w hich 
is larger than  practical knom ng  how of a techn ique (cf. H am lyn 1970, 
103-104). There seem s to be som ething m ore to practical know ledge, 
that is, knowing what. Knowing what m eans the ability to feel w hat is 
right. A v irtuous person  know s w hat to feel, in the sense of spon tane- 
ously feeling w hat the situation  dem ands -  the righ t em otion , tow ards 
the right ohjeet and  in the right degree (m oral education , for exam ple, 
has such know ledge as its goal) (see Scruton 1996, 326). The only way 
to azquire this k ind  of knowing what is by app ren ticesh ip  to a m aster 
and  by im parting , since professional know ing can no t be transm itted , 
b u t iem onstra ted6. C ould it be possible that distinction betw een knomng 
how and  knowing what also m akes a distinction betw een am ateur know ing 
and  professional know ing?

Finally, th is individual know ledge is not subjective in negative sense, 
i.e. as sen tim ental, irrational or unscientific, b u t in the positive sense of 
artistic, aesthetic, sensitive, integrated and  deep. From this po in t of 
view, it cou ld  be better to term  it as personal, as Kolb does. Personal is 
neitner subjective in negative sense nor objective. In fact, personal 
know ledge subm its  to requ irem en ts acknow ledged  by itself as in- 
dependen t of itself, and  therefore it is not subjective in negative sense 
(see Polanyi 1964a, 300). Consequently, 'objective’ know ledge is finally 
included  and  expressed in living and know ing subject. Kolb em phasizes 
th is by saying that social know ledge “com es alive only in the personal
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know ledge of ihe u se r” (1984 , 131). F u rth erm o re , “know ledge does 
n o t exist solely in books, m athem atical fo rm ulas o r ph ilosoph ica l Sys
tem s; it requires active learners to in te ract w ith , in te rp re t and  elaborate 
these sym bo ls” (ib id ., 121) and  “social knovvledge ca n n o t exist in- 
dependen tly  of the know er b u t m u st be con tinuously  recreated  in the 
k now er’s personal experience, ...” (ib id ., 105). Also Schön refers to this 
by saying: “He (the p rac titioner) p roduces know ledge th a t is objective 
in  the sense tha t he can  d iscover erro r -  for exam ple, th a t he has no t 
p roduced  the change in tended . But h is knovvledge is also personal; its 
validity is relative to h is com m itm en ts to a particu la r appreciative system  
and  overarching theory. His resu lts will be  com pelling  on ly  for those 
w ho share h is co m m itm en ts .” (1988 , 79.) T hus the in h e ren t struc tu re  
of this fundam ental act of personal know ing  m akes a knovving subject 
b o th  necessarily partic ipa te  in its shap ing  an d  acknovvledge its resu lts 
w ith  universal in ten t (Polanyi 1964a, 65). As no ticed  earlier, Mezirow 
is in terested  m ostly in ind iv idual knovvledge, a lthough  he  slightly refers 
to the existence of ob jective’ know ledge (schem atized  and  abstracted  
know ledge). Also he claim s th a t “know ledge for the learner does not 
exist in books or in the experience of the educator. Il exists only in the 
learners ability to construe and reconslrue the meaning oj an experience in 
his or her own Lerms” (1991c, 20; m y italics).

The above descrip tions ap p ear to  con tain  tw o different perspectives 
on  the  quality  of tacit know ledge . The m ore com m on  defin ition  is 
Schöns. Tacit knovvledge is described  as high quality personal knowledge, 
w hich  is usually  revealed  in action . Mezirovvs descrip tio n  is ju s t the 
opposite . Tacit know ledge is rec ipe  knovvledge, w hich  is cu ltu rally  
assim ilated so that the know ing subject has learned  it w ithou tever having 
been conscious of do ing  so. In the M ezirow ian theore tization , know ing  
hap p en s in the light of knovvledge s tru c tu re s  i.e. m ean ing  perspectives, 
w hich constitu te  k inds of in terpretative framevvorks for living, knovving 
an d  lea rn in g . A m e a n in g  p e rsp e c tiv e  is a p e rso n a l p a ra d ig m  for 
u n d ers tan d in g  ourselves and  o u r re la tionsh ips (M ezirow  1978). But 
because m ean ing  p erspectives are s tru c tu re s  of largely p re-ra tiona l, 
u narticu la ted  cu ltural co n stru c tio n , they easily resu lt in  d isto rted  views 
of reality. “Some of o u r know ledge s tru c tu re s  are m ade up  of beliefs, 
theories, and schem as tha t inaccurately rep resen t the w orld . We may 
label objects and  events inaccurately o r process them  th ro u g h  inappro- 
priate knovvledge s tru c tu re s”, Mezirovv argues (1991c, 120). F u rthe r
m ore, “a w ide range oi ep istem ological d is to rtio n s are related  to  the 
laet tha t each know ing  sub jec t is em b ed d ed  in h is/her particu lar life
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situation and stage of inlellectual developm ent” (ib id ., 130). As a con- 
sequence, “inappropriale knowledge structures” are to some extent at 
least a cultural construction; tacit cultural assum ptions are brought into 
the knovving subjects mind unintentionally. If tacit recipe knovvledge is 
regarded in this way as a function of the cultural context, it means that 
in the Mezirovvian theorization the same elements that bring meaning 
to understandings of the world are also distorting those understandings 
(see Clark &r Wilson 1991). As a consequence, Mezirows basic defini
tion of knovvledge could also be described as exceedingly contextualist: 
one can know only in terms of ones own perspective. Knowles shares 
with Mezirovv the idea of negative societal influence by claiming that 
hum an nature is essentially good, and individual potential needs are 
only released to o v e rc o m e  n eg a tive  socie ta l in flu e n c e s  (1989, 111-112). 
To sum up, tacit knovvledge can be defined in two different ways. On 
the other hand, tacit knovvledge is high quality knovvledge a c tiv e ly  
a cq u ired  by a knovving subject as a result of active vvork, and on the 
other hand, tacit knovvledge can refer to distorted knovvledge that is 
culturally assimilated, and thus p a ssive ly  g iv e n  to a knovving subject 
(see Popper 1977b).

Both Kolb and Mezirovv seem to believe in developmentally higher 
quality knovvledge, a kind o f ‘superior’ knovvledge. Mezirovvs ‘superior’ 
knovvledge is e m a n c ip a to r y  kno w led g e , vvhich is defined as “knovvledge 
gained through critical self-reflection, as distinct from the knovvledge 
gained from our ‘technical’ interesl in the objective vvorld or our ‘practical’ 
interest in social relationships” (1991c, 87). Furtherm ore, this “knovvl
edge gained through sell-reflective learning may be distorted” (ibid.). 
Kolb names this ‘superior’ knovvledge asin te g ra tiv e  knovv ledge , the prime 
function of vvhich is “to stand at the interlace betvveen social knovvledge 
and the ever-novel predicaments and dilemmas vve find ourselves in; 
its goal is to guide us through these straits in such a vvay that vve not 
only survive, but perhaps can make some new contribution to the data 
bank of social knowledge for generations to com e” (1984, 225). Kolbs 
arguments concerning intergative knowledge are highly speculative and 
he admits that “we know little of the natlire of integrative consciousness 
(from the mystical or transcendental religious literature)” (1984, 158). 
However, his description of integrative knowledge refers in a way to 
the transcendental experience, which has such power and is so different 
(rom ordinary experiences as to give the sense of defying description. It 
includes also a heightened sense of clanty and understanding and intense 
positive affect (see Walsh & Vaughan 1980, 45).
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Both o f these descrip lions include a more or less im p lic it  com parison 
betvveen im perfect and perfect knovvledge (see also H o llinge r 1980). 
The above com parison betvveen im perfect and perfect knovvledge raises 
the question o f re la tionsh ip  betvveen objective ’ knovvledge and personal 
knovvledge. It seems to be, hovvever, an essential pa rt o f K o lb ’s, Revans’ 
and Schöns teaching that bo th  ‘ob jective ’ and personal knovvledge are 
legil imale  qualities o f knovvledge, a lthough they value them  diflerently. 
Revans, for example, clearly underestimates program m ed knovvledge 
by c la im ing that these tvvo types o f knovvledge are no t related in  a positive 
sense, b u t ‘p ’ may active ly in h ib it ‘q ’ (1982, 710-711). Elsevvhere he, 
hovvever, says that ‘p ’ is also necessary (see e.g. 1982, 657, 711, 766). 
Schön values bo th  qualities o f knovvledge in  some respect, since he 
does no t vvant to ignore applied science and research-based techniques 
altogether, bu t he argues that although they occupy a c ritica lly  im portan t 
te rrito ry, i t  is l im ite d  (1983, 12-13). Finally, K o lb  puts social knovvledge 
on an equal foo ting  vvith personal knovvledge. He suggests that these 
are d ia lectically related and fundam entally interconnected in  a reciprocal 
manner. N e ither o f these can be discovered vvithout reference to other 
-  n o r vv ithou t reference to the experience vvhich lin k s  them : the 
re la tionsh ip  betvveen social and personal knovvledge is a transaction or 
dia lectic re la tionsh ip . (K o lb  1984, 36, 40, 105). O n the o ther hand, 
Kolb emphasizes the c ritica l dilference betvveen personal and social 
knovvledge: the presence o f apprehension as a vvay o f knovving in  
personal knovvledge ( ib id . , 109).

The subjective conditions of knovving: 
the basic operations of ‘understanding’

In th is  section 1 tu rn  my attention to the knovving subject. liovv vve 
come to knovv things? People are enabled to have knovvledge o f the 
vvorld because o f the knovving capacities that they possess. Kant d iv ided  
these knovving capacities in to  three parts: sensation, im ag ination and 
understanding. The result o f sensation, im ag ina tion  and understanding 
vvorking together is perception7 . It is the basic process by vvhich contact 
vvith the vvorld is m ainta ined. It is thus the first phase in  knovving (see 
e.g. H am lyn 1970, 184-187; Scruton 1996, 328-331; Young 1988).
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Perception  ihrough the senses

Kolb a n d  Mezirovv descr ibe  th o rough ly  th e se  sub jec t ive  c o n d i t io n s  for 
k n o w in g .  Kolb descr ibes  the  first phase as “a s im p le  reg is tra tive  c o n -  
s c io u sn ess”, associa ted  w i th  the  e lem en tary  le a rn in g  form s (see n o te  
4). For Mezirovv p e rc e p t io n  is the  same as prereflec t ive  le a rn in g  (see 
page  32).

Kolbian knovvingby apprehension:

* a registative process transformed 
by appreciation

* a personal subjective process that 
cannot be known by others

* a here-and-now experience
* timeless -  at once ins tantaneous 

and  eternal
* direct app rehens ion ,  i.e. reliance 

on the tangible, felt qualities of 
im mediate ,  concrete experience

* a dynam ic  form of perceiving
* to knovv vvithout need for rational 

inquiry
* we learn th rough  apprehens ion  

that event B follovvs event A
* a grasp of figurative representa- 

tion
* two elem entary  forms of knovvl- 

edge: divergent and accom m oda- 
tive

* an im mediate experience
* ult im ate source of the validity of 

com prehensions  in fact and value

Mezirovvian perception:

* o c c u r s p r io r to th e u s e o f l a n g u a g e  
to form categories

* tacit process of revievving and mak- 
ing in terpre ta tions based  on prio r  
experience to delimit the  slice of 
new experience to w hich  we will 
a ttend

* involves an ability to differentiate 
space ,  t im e ,  d i r e c t io n ,  d im e n -  
s io ns ,  s e q u e n c e ,  en ti ty ,  focus , 
States, m o o d s ,  feelings and  the  
p u n c tua t io n  (identifying the be- 
ginnings and  ends) of events

* presentational construal refers to 
const ru in g  immediate appearances 
(prelinguistic)

* can be a t tem p ted  to u n ders tan d  
through psychoanalysis, dream in- 
terpretation, meditation, increased 
sensitivity to changes  in physi-  
ological States a n d  sp ir i tua l  or 
mystical exploration

Revans d e l in es  sen sa t io n  in the  L.ockean way: s en sa t io n  is the  so u rc e  of 
most o f  the  ideas  an in d iv id ua l  has, and  it d e p e n d s  “w ho lly  u p o n  o u r  
se n s e s”. Revans gives an  ex am ple  of sensa tion: "... s ee ing  o n e  u n e m -  
p lo y ed  steel w orker ,  a n d  so to have know led ge  o f  h is  p ligh t by  s e n s a 
t io n . . .” (1 9 8 2 ,  7 8 2 -7 8 3 ) .  O n  the  o ther  h a n d ,  he  c la im s w ith  Piaget tha t  
“actually, th e  p o in t  o f  d e p a r tu re  for ali k n o w le d g e  is in  n o  w ay  to be

39



found in sensations or even in perceptions — simple signs whose 
symbolisin is necessarily relative Lo meaning — but in  a c lio n s” (ibid., 
783; my ilalics). Schöns only reference to sensation is included in the 
following sentence: “Skillful using of a tool is to learn to appreciate, 
directly and without intermediate reasoning, the qualities of the materials 
that we apprehend  through  the tac it sen sa tio n s  of the tool in our hand” 
(1988, 35; my italics). Knovvles ignores sensation as a condition for 
knovving completely.

On the whole, sensation is direct awareness of something. In sensation 
we have acquaintance with anything of which we are directly aware, 
without any intermediary processes (see Gram 1983, 60; Hamlyn 1970, 
103-104; Russell 1991, 25-28). Sensation, as a matter of first-person 
acquaintance, seems to have five basic properties: passive , non -p ro p o sit-  
ional, tacit, subjective  and im m e d ia le . Firstly, sensation do not seem to 
have intentionality, but it is relatively passive and forced upon us, and 
itcan teli us nothing about its cause (see Hamlyn 1963, 132-140; Saug- 
stad 1992; Scruton 1996, 341; Young 1988). Secondly, sensation is 
tacit and it may be unexpressed even to knovving subject oneself. These 
two properties together lead us to the conclusion that immediacies can 
not be described nor defmed in words, i.e. thmgs in their immediacy 
are unknovvn and unknovvable (see Dewey 1930, 74-75). Therefore 
sensation is also a very subjective process, as Kolb mentions. Further- 
more, a passively received sensation is immediate in that sense that it is 
concerned with particulars. It has a spatio-temporal form: it is always 
connected with particular things and particular occasions (cf. Hamlyn 
1978, 14-16; Russell 1991, 47). Intuitions of these spatio-temporal 
forms of appearances are a priori and ‘subjective’. This ‘subjectivity’ 
does not mean that they are somehow produced by the individual 
knowing subject, but it means that they are not ‘objective’ in the sense 
of being displayed across pure generality. Time and space particularize 
generality and in that sense they are ‘subjective’. In addition, sensation 
is intensive in magnitude, but not extensive. (Kant 1996, 182-183.)

As a consequence oi these five qualities sensation is a private State of 
knowing subject (see Hamlyn 1970, 215). Although an immediate 
sensation as such is mcommunicable, at least some of them seem 
ab so lu te ly  ce rta in  (Hamlyn 1963, 176-177; Russell 1991, 7, 10). A 
sensating subject namely has authority for the truth of these first-per
son entities (Hamlyn 1970, 226). Thus, sensation is the same as know ing  
w h a t it is like. For example, an individual subject may know ali that
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there is to be known about fear, and still not know whal il is like. For 
knovving what it is like means h a v in g  it. W hen an individual subject 
knows what fear is like, il is an absolutely certain, ‘subjective’ fact. 
(Scruton 1996, 325-327 .) On the vvhole, perceplion  is no t mere 
physiological functioning of senses and knovvledge is never derived 
exclusively from sensation, but in order to perceive som ething we need 
to do more than stand in a merely passive relationship to the World 
(Hamlyn 1978, 64-65). Accordingly, sensation is a necessary but not a 
sufficient condition in order to get knowledge of objects (Hamlyn 1978, 
69). A knowing subject attempts to Control the having of these immediate 
sensalions, and in doing so (whether intentional or not) dev e lo p s  objects  
(Duff 1990; my italics).

Perception through the m ind

How this manifold of immediate sensalions is arranged and synthesized 
into a reasonable, integrated perception? Kant’s view is that perception 
involves not just being in a certain sensible State bu t also construing 
that state as the awareness of something. S u c h  c o n s t r u a l  is u l t im a te l y  the  
c h a r a c te r i s l i c  act  o j  a c t iv e  im a g in a t io n  (Young 1988). Kant m eans to 
dislinguish im agination from understanding; im agination m ediates 
belween sensibility and understanding. VVhile the function of imaginat
ion is the synthesis of sensations, that of understanding is to b r in g  this  
sy n th e s i s  to c o n c e p t s , thereby giving it unity and creating coherence out 
of a confused diversity. For this reason subsum ption under the concept 
is a necessary ingredient in any perception. (Hamlyn 1978, 28-31.) 
Kant characterizes sensibility as passive, imagination and understanding 
as active. The degree of activity exhibited in imagination is lower ihan 
in understanding. (see Young 1988.)

Kolb, Mezirow and Revans draw the distinction between the two 
capacities nonetheless. They suppose that perception of objects does 
involve both sensation and comprehension. Kolb, for example, claims 
that “the simple perception oi expcricnce is not sufficient for learning; 
som ething must be done with it” (1984, 42). Revans defines com 
prehension briefly as being abte to accepi responsibility for application 
in practice (1982, 657), but Kolb and Mezirow handle com prehension 
as thoroughly as sensation.
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Kolbian com prehens ion  of symbols:

* the ju d g m e n t  of causality is based 
on  inferences from o u r  co m p re 
hension  of A and B

* an interprelive process transform- 
ed  inlentionally and  extensionally 
by criticism

* indirect co m p reh ens io n ,  i.e. reli- 
ance on conceptual in terpre tation  
an d  symbolic  representation

* an objective, social, reflective, ana- 
lytic process

* a tool of culture
* b a sed  on  objectivity, skepticism  

an d  doub t,  dispassionate  analysis
* distances
* guides the choices of experience
* directs attenlion to relevant aspects 

of app reh e n d e d  experience
* co m preh ens ion s  can be communi- 

caled ( t ranscend  time and  space)
* selects a nd  reshapes  a p p re h e n -  

sions in m ore  powerful an d  pro- 
found  ways

* predic ts  and  recreates ap p reh en -  
sions

* a record of the  past
* an immediate experience
* a s s i m i l a t i v e  a n d  c o n v e r g e n t  

knovvledge, refined knovvledge

Mezirovvian com prehension :

* lea rn ing  through language
* a process o fm ak in g  an experience 

coherent by using  categories ac- 
qu ired  th ro ug h  language

* propos it ional construal m ay  give 
coherence  to e ither a new  experi
ence or an old one as it becom es 
va l id a ted  th ro u g h  reflective as- 
sessm ent

* o ccurs  th rough  im m ediate, con- 
sc io u s  p sy ch o lo g ica l  p rocesses  
(scanm ng): exploring, differenti- 
ating, recognizing, feeling, intuit- 
ing  a n d  im ag in ing ,  associating, 
in ferring

* involves a conflict, scann ing  and 
c o n s t ru a l ,  d u r in g  th e  la t te r  of 
w h ich  a constructive  act of imagi- 
nation occurs , resulting in an in
terpretation

* cognitive interpre tation can result 
in  a p p r e c i a t i o n ,  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  
am u sem e n t  or som e o ther  emo- 
tional reaction, in the confirmation 
or negation of a belief, att itude or 
em otional reaction (‘ a m ean ing  
schem e) or in a belief or m eaning 
schem e being rendered problem- 
atic i.e. defined as a p roblem

* p ropos it iona l construal refers to 
exper ien c in g  th ings in te rm s oi 
concepts and categories

* m ean in g  construc tion
* intentional

Im ag ina t io n  th u s  d e e p e n s  a n d  e x te n d s  th e  a p p r e h e n d e d  se n s a t io n ,  but 
c o m p r e h e n s io n  c o u ld  b e  c h a rac te r iz e d  sh o r t ly  as an in tentional inter
pretation  p rocess ,  w h e re in  a k n o w in g  s u b je c t  h a s  an  active ro le  of inter- 
p re te r .  O n c e  w e  g ra s p  K a n ts  d i s t i n c t io n  b e tw e e n  im a g in a t io n  a n d
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understanding, other points begin to becom e clear. Com prehension 
(or interpretation) m usl be made in terms of certain principles. W ilhoul 
sensation being subsum ed under principles of understanding, there 
vvould be no possibility of perception. Accordingly, sensations, in order 
to be recognized as coherent, have to be subsum ed under certain pure 
a priori concepts, which Kant calls categories’8 . Categories can be defin- 
ed as expressions of relations between things, which are independent 
of a knovving subject. Essential to the categories of com prehension is 
not their num ber or even the specific content of a particular category, 
but insight concerning the whole project: hum an understanding is based 
on principles which exceed sensation (Hamlyn 1978, 47, 61 -65; Jaspers 
1962, 26-27; Saarinen 1989, 239-240). This Kantian idea of a p re -  
e x is te n t  s t r u c tu r e  located in the mind is crucial in this contexl (see Hamlyn 
1978, 25; Hoy 1991). These  s truc tures  n a m e l y  o rd e r  o u r  p e r c e p t io n  (Bo
wen 1981, 218; my italics). Thus, com prehension takes place within 
the m ind -  in terms of categories. Perception presupposes the appli- 
cability of at least one of the categories.

Mezirow is very m uch Kantian by arguing that “to move from a 
perceptual interpretation to a cognitive in terpretation requires pro- 
positional construal (monitored by presentational awareness) a n d  an 
imaginative insight” (1991c, 33). Actually his theoretization includes 
ali three elem ents of perception. But the m ost in teresting  aspect 
concerning com prehension is that whether these writers have even 
slightly noticed the necessity for some kind of pre-existent structures 
of understanding for knowing. Some hints of a kind of pre-existent 
structure do exist. For example:

Kolb: “T h e  d e v e l o p m e n ta l  s truc tures  o b se rv e d  in h u m a n  th o u g h t  are just as 
likely to be characteristics of the social knowledge system ” 
(1984, 138; my italics).

“Thus, each developmental stage of m aturation is characterized 
by acquisition of a higher-level s t r u c tu r e  o f  c o n sc io u sn e ss  than the 
stage preceding it, although earlier levels of consciousness 
rem ain” (1984, 146; my italics).

“Since ali social knowledge is learned, it is r ea so n a b le  to su sp ec t  
t h a t  th e re  is s o m e  iso m o r p h i s m  l>etween th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  soc ia l  
knovv ledge  a n d  the  s tru c tu re  o f  the le a r n in g  p ro ce s s” (1984, 109; 
my italics).
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“The re la tionsh ip  betw een  app rehension  and  com prehension  
is dialectic in  the H egelian sense, these opposile  processes merge 
tow ard  a h igher tru th  th a t encom passes and  transcends them . 
The process, w hereby  th is  syn thesis is achieved, is somewhat 
mysterious; that is, it cannot be explained by logical comprehension 
alone. Thus the developm ent of know ledge ...our sense o f progress 
in the refinement of ideas about ourselves and the World around us, 
p roceeds by a dynam ic th a t in p rospec t is filled w ith  surprising , 
u nan tic ipated  experiences and  insights, and  in retrospect m akes 
o u r earlier earnest conv ictions ab o u t the natu re  of reality seem  
sim plistic and  dogm atic .” (1984 , 107-108; my italics.)

Mezirovv: “K itchener’s findings suggest th a t ‘cognitive sty le’ may be 
considered  as a developmental progression from  a more limited and 
d is to rted  viewpoint to a way of understanding that is more inclusive, 
discriminating and integrative o f experience” (1 9 9 1 c , 129; my 
italics).

“T ransfo rm ative  le a rn in g  invo lves reflec tive  a s sessm en t of 
prem ises, a p rocess p red icated  u p o n  still an o th er logic, one of 
m ovem ent through cognitive structures by identify ing and  judg ing  
p resu p p o sitio n s” (1991c, 5; my italics).

“We learn  in o rder to ad d  to, ex tend  or change the structure of 
our expectations, that is, our meaning perspectives and schemes; 
learning to change these structures of meaning is fundam entally  
transformative” (1991c, 62; my italics).

Schön: “W hen  a s tu d e n t has learned  to carry  o u t sm aller un its of d e 
sign activity b u t has no t yet learned  hovv to integrate them into a 
larger design process, the n a tu re  of the  larger w hole is likely to 
seem  confusing” (1988 , 159; my italics).

Kolb even refers to K ant’s fam ous d ic tum  by saying that the essence of 
the in te rre la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  a p p re h e n s io n  an d  co m p re h en sio n  is 
expressed in K ants analysis of the ir in te rdependence: app rehensions 
are the source oi validation  for co m p reh en sio n s (“th o u g h ts  vvithout 
co n ten t are em p ty ”), and  co m p reh en sio n s are the source of gu idance in 
selection of ap p ren h en sio n s (“in tu itio n s  w ith o u t concepts are b lm d ”) 
(1984 , 106). O n  the w hole, the above citations refer in m any w ays to
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the structures in mind. Nevertheless, there exists ambiguity in these 
wrilings. For example, the important conceptual issue about changes 
from ‘lower level structures’ to ‘higher level structures’ is not specified 
at ali.

Kants argum ent in favour of his categories shows the im portance of 
distinguishing between what is due to the knowing subject and what is 
not due to the knovving subject as a condition of both objectivity and 
subjectivity. Kant maintained that the shape of knovvledge is determ ined 
by the subject: the structure of mind must be invariant for ali individuals 
at ali times, while its contents are alvvays different (Floy 1991; see also 
Latomaa 1992, 79). In Kantian terms, matter is what is given in sensation, 
but we have to think of form as being ‘in the m ind’ (‘thoughts w ithout 
content are empty, intuitions without concepts are b lind’). This order 
vvithin the m ind is lundamentally relevant both in reality and in the 
m ind (Bohm &  Peat 1989, 120, 158). Kants categories are a necessary 
prerequisite and a general basis for public understanding of the World, 
for objective’ knowledge and for knowledge of other people’s States of 
mind and finally, a condition of Communication. For Kant it is primarily 
the categories -  m inds inborn forms -  that make possible the objective 
reference of experience and agreement with others (Bowen 1981, 210). 
This structure, it should be noted, is also involved in the know ing 
subjects consciousness of its own existence (Baldacchino 1980). Accord- 
ing to Kant an individual subject is in his internal perception to himself 
a mere phenom enon, an objective viewpoint. Fle is thus, to himself, on 
the one hand a phenom enon and on the other hand, in respect of certain 
faculties which cannot be ascribed to sensibility, a purely intelligible 
object (Baldacchino 1980; Hamlyn 1963, 186-197). Consequently, a 
hum an being can have knowledge of the states of m ind of other people 
as well as his own.

The categories thus make the examinaiion of sensation possible, but 
it m ust be noticed that this examination concerns only the World 
manifested to a knowing subject, not ‘things-in-themselves’, since there 
can be no knowledge of those enlities as ‘i hings-in-themselves’. Accord- 
ingly, the situation is quite complicaled since com prehension cannot 
exist w ithout the categories and the categories, in turn, are restricted to 
experience, which they cannot exceed (ibid., 241). In addition to the 
processes so far described there is one purely subjective elem ent. 
Perception is not a linear and straightforward activity, but it is also a 
point of selection and exploration, too (Hamlyn 1970, 231-232; see 
also Reed 1992). At least partially, the incompleteness of perception is
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due lo ih is selective and  explorative character: the preferences p recede 
inferences. Kolb nam es th is selective activity as “ap p rec ia tio n ”.

Kolbian appreciation:

* in tim ately  associated  vvith apprebensions: only those aspects of 
reality are no ticed  th a t inleresL and  thereby  “cap tu re a tten tio n ”

* the Foundation from which critical com prehension can develop
* b ased  on  bdief, trust and  conviction
* a process of attention, valuing and  affirmation
* less recognized an d  u n d ers to o d
* the source of values

A ppreciation  guaran tees for a know ing  sub ject a felt con tinu ity  am ong 
past an d  p resen t sensations (Elder 1980; see also Baldacchino 1980). 
“The value of p ercep tion  is ju d g e d  u ltim ately  by its im m ediate affective 
utility. This ap p rehensiona l p o rtio n  o f personal knovvledge p reven ts 
people from losing tbeir identity  as un ique  h u m an  beings and  guarantees 
the ir freedom  because they can h o ld  tbe ir ow n inqu iry  in to  the  social 
K nowledge system  an d  the ir personal experience of it. This p rocess of 
choosing  to believe he lp s  us to feel th a t we are free to ch a rt the course 
of o u r  ow n destiny . In th e  u n iq u e  in d iv id u a li ty  o f a p p re h e n d e d  
experience lies the Creative force for expand ing , shap ing  and  validating  
social know ledge .” (Kolb 1984, 109.)

The epistemological status of experiential learning 
theories

W hat is know ledge? W hat are legitim ate w ays of know ing? Elow these 
q uestions are answ ered  reveals o n es initial assum ptions ab o u t how  the 
m ind  acquires know ledge of the w orld , and  these assum ptions, in tu rn , 
influence on the defin itions of learn ing . The theories u n d e r study  take 
at least four different positions on  these questions. Firstly, Kolb, Mezirow 
and  Revans share the view tha t percep tion  is the basis for know ing  or 
know ledge. They seem  to agree tha t know ledge is ob ta ined  th rough  
sensation  as a result o f being  affected by an object. K now ledge is thus a 
m atte r of in ternally  rep resen tin g  the  ex ternal World an d  rests  u p o n  
sensation. The influence of trad itional com m on sense Em piricism  can 
clearly be seen here. T his is exactly the  sam e idea that the Em piricists
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hacl: sense-experience is the sole source of ideas (see Driscoll 1994, ] 0- 
15; H am lyn 1978, 93). Sensalions, and  especially visual sensations, are 
taken as the s tandard  exam ple of conscious experience (see P opper 
1977a). A nd as this experience grows b ro ad e r and  deeper, knovvledge 
is rep resen ted  in the ind iv iduals m ind  ai> an ever-closer approx im ation  
of how  the World really is. Furtherm ore, know ledge is th o u g h t to exist 
independen tly  of the know ing subject.

Is it, how ever, possible to have know ledge of som eth ing  in o the r 
ways than by perception? O r is it necessary tha t ali know ledge is derived 
from sensation  and  no th ing  can be know n to exist except th ro u g h  it. 
Revans and  Schön answ er the first question  positively. They seem  to 
believe in rationalist way of acquiring know ledge. For exam ple:

“Learning is m ore likely to consist in a reorganisation of what is al- 
ready known ra the r than in the acquisition  of fresh factual know l- 
edge, a lthough  such  fresh data may be n eeded  to precip ita te  the re 
organisation  p ro p er” (Revans 1982, 776; m y italics).

“A ction learning does no t pretend to su p p ly  the sub ject w ith m uch  
fresh cognitive know ledge; it is sufficient to help  h im  use more ejjec- 
tively what he already hus, and to rein terp ret the experiences of yester- 
day in the light o f tom orrow ” (Revans 1982, 633; my italics).

“... the learner ‘spon taneously ’ recovers knovvledge that is in him but 
forgotten” (Schön 1988, 85; my italics).

“... learn ing  to design som etim es takes the form  of m aking  explicit 
vvhat one already knows how  to do ” (Schön 1988, 87; my italics).

The definitions by Revans and Schön given above resem ble the rationalist 
view of know ledge acquisition. These quo ta tions refer clearly to the 
rationalist or in terpretative perspective on know ledge: factual tru th s  
abou t w hat does and  does not exist can be conclusively established by 
the use of reason alone without any acquaintance wilh sensory objects. 
O ne may, by recalling som ething, make explicit to oneself the know ledge 
that one already has in im plicit form. O ne can be said, how ever, to have 
acqu ired  new  know ledge, even if the new  know ledge is likely to be 
som eth ing  inferred  from w hat is previously know n. O ne can therefore 
gain new  know ledge by using m em ory in tw o ways: either by m aking 
explicit to oneself w hat one previously knew  im plicitly o r by draw ing

47



(urlher conclusions Irom the knowledge that one already has. (Driscoll 
1994, 10-15; Hamlyn 1970, 212.) Accordingly, we can have knowledge 
by description of things which we have never personally experienced. 
The chief importance oi knowledge by description is that it enables us 
to pass beyond the limits of our private experience. According to this 
view, which was suggested by Plato and later developed by Kant in 
particular, the mind does not copy reality or does not apprehend it 
directly. Rather, reason is considered to be the prime source of knowl- 
edge. This implies that ali sense data are unstructured and undifferent- 
iated, to be interpreted by the knowing subject. In other words, rea lity  
is co n s tru c ted  by a knoxving subject. The interpretative view of knovvledge 
thus emphasizes the active and dynamic nature of the knowing subject. 
Related to this interpretative view is the idea that at least some knovvledge 
is innate and present in the mind at birth. The knowing subject actively 
imposes an organizational and interpretative framevvork on sense data 
according to these innate tendencies, i.e. categories. A third way to 
think about the quality of knowledge and knowing can be seen in the 
follovving citations:

“Specific  construc tiv is t a ssu m p tio n s  underlying translormation theory 
include a conviction  th a t m ea n in g  ex ists  xvithin ourse lves ra th e r  ih a n  in  
e x te rn a l fo r m s  such as books and that personal meanings that we 
attribute to our experience are acquired and validated through hu- 
man interaction and Communication. Our actions Loward things are 
based on the meamngs that the things have for us. These meanings 
are handled in and modified through an interpretative process that 
we use in dealing with the things we encounter. As far as any par
ticular individual is concerned, the nature of a thing or event con- 
sists of the meaning that the individual gives to it. This does not 
negate the existence of a World external to us but only asserts that we 
make of that world is entirely a function oi our past personal experi- 
ences. Conception determines perception, and wc kn o w  rea lity  on ly  
by ac ting  on it. lnasmuch as this viewpoint presupposes that meaning 
is interpretation, and since information, ideas, and contexts change, 
our present interpretations of reality are always subject to revision or 
replacement.” (Mezirow 1991c, xiv; my italics.)

“A practical implication of the theories just described is that knoxvl- 
edge for the learner does not exist in books or in the experience of 
the educator. It exists only in the learner s ability to construe and  reconstrue
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ihe m eaning of an experience in his or her own term s.” (Mezirow 
1991c, 20; my italics.)

“Underlying this view of the practitioners reflection-in-action is a 
c o n s tru c tio n is t  vievv o f  th e  rea lity  vvith vvhich the  p r a c t i t io n e r  d ea ls  -  a 
view that leads us to see the p ra c titio n e r  as c o n s tru c tin g  s itu a tio n s  o f  h is  
p ra c tic e , not only in the exercise of professional artistry bu t also in 
ali other modes of professional competence. Technical rationality rests 
on an objectivisl view of the relation of the knovving practitioner to 
the reality he knows. On this view, facts are what they are, and the 
truth of beliefs is strictly testable by reference to them. Ali meaning- 
ful disagreements are resolvable, at least in principle, by reference to 
the facts. And professional knowledge rests on a foundation of facts.” 
(Schön 1988, 36; my italics.)

“In the constructionist view, our perceptions, appreciations, and be
liefs are ro o ted  in  w o rld s  o f  ou r  ow n  m a k in g  th a t w e  c o m e  to a cc e p t as 
re a lity . Even in this simple example, imitiation presents itself as a 
process of selective construction. The features of the performance to 
be reproduced are not g iv e n  vvith the dem onstration.” (Schön 1988, 
108; my partial italics.)

Mezirovv and Schön thus define themselves as advocates of construct- 
ivism. Theorists in the emerging constructivist tradition often contrast 
their ideas vvith the epistemological assum ptions of the objectivist 
tradition, as Schön above does. In contrast to the objectivist vievv, con- 
structivism rests on the assumption that knovvledge is constructed by 
knovving subjects as they attempt to make sense of their experiences. 
Accordingly, a knovving subject is not empty vessel vvaiting to be filled, 
bu t rather active organism seeking meaning. Regardless oi vvhat is to be 
knovvn, a knovving subject elaborates and tests “candidate mental struc- 
tres” until a satisfactory one emerges (see Perkins 1991). Furtherm ore, 
new, conflicting experiences will cause perturbations in these structures, 
so that they must be constructed  anew in order for sense to be made of 
the new confusing information. f lowever, constructivists argue strongly 
that knowledge constructions do not necessarily bear any correspond- 
ence to external reality, i.e. knowledge constructions do not have to 
present the world as it really is in order to be useful and reasonable. 
This idea is consistent with the rationalist or interpretative epistemology 
discussed earlier. (Driscoll 1994, 360-361.)
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Finally, a fourth  ep istem ological perspective is p resen t in Revans’ 
iheorization  -  in  add ilio n  to the em piricism  and  rationalism  already 
m en tioned  (see pages 46-48).

“For successful theory is merely that which enables him who is suitably 
armed to carry through successful praclice.  This is the a rgum en t of the 
pragm atists, W illiam  Jam es, Jo h n  Dewey and  even Karl Marx: to 
u n d e rs ta n d  an idea one m u st be able to apply  lt in p ractice, and  to 
u n d e rs ta n d  a situation  one m ust be able to change it. Verbal descrip- 
tion  is n o t com m and  enough . It is from  consistently replicated and suc
cessful practice that is distilled and concentrated the knowledge we de- 
scribe as successful theory. The process by  w hich  one is transfo rm ed  
in to  the o th er is the Scientific m e th o d , an d  the essence of th e  Scien
tific m ethod  is the experimental test: ‘Are the results of using  the theory 
in practice substantially  the results that we p red ic ted?’” (Revans 1982, 
493-494 ; my italics.)

“It is one strength of action  learning to protect us from the corrosion of 
sophisticated  inapplicability, since at no tim e does it confuse one ques- 
tion  What need I know to do what I am trying to do? w ith an o th er W hat 
does this professor w ant to teach m e?” (Revans 1982, 664; m y italics).

The th ird  source in w hich  Revans’ theorization  is roo ted  is p ragm atism . 
In a sense, p ragm atism  is a com prom ise betw een  objectivism  and  inter- 
pretivism . Pragm atism  acknow ledges the existence of reality b u t argues 
that it canno t be know n  directly. T hus, p ragm atists accept the copy 
theory  b u t they claim  th a t know ledge is provisional. Som etim es the 
know ing  su b jec t’s m ental copies o r beliefs p resen t reality accurately, 
b u t he m ust also be p rep a red  for w hen  they do not. W hat is tru e  today 
m ay indeed  be false tom orrow . As a result, a lthough  p ragm atists ho ld  
absolute know ledge as a w orthy  goal, they em phasize tha t th is goal of 
absolute know ledge m ay never be reached. (Driscoll 1994, 10-1 5.) But 
w hat then  is Kolb’s position? He defines h im self as an u p h o ld e r  of an 
in teraction ist perspective on know ledge and  know ing , and  he claim s 
that Kant w as the first in te raction ist ep istem ologist (Kolb 1984, 100).

“Individual learning styles are shaped  by the structu re of social know l- 
edge and  th rough  ind iv idual Creative acts; knowledge is fo rm ed  by in- 
dividuals. To u n d e rs ta n d  learn ing  fully, we m ust u n d e rs ta n d  the na- 
tu re and  form s of h u m a n  know ledge and  the processes w hereby  this 
know ledge is created  and  rec rea ted .” (Kolb 1984, 99; m y italics.)
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“The interactionism of experienlial learning theory places k n o w i n g  b y  
a p p r e h e n s io n  on  a n  e q u a l  fo o t in g  w ith  knoxving b y  c o m p r e h e n s io n ,  result- 
ing in a slronger inleraclionist position, really a t r a n s a c l io n a l i s m ,  in  
w h ic h  knoxv ledge  e m erg e s  f r o m  the dialectic  r e la t ion sh ip  betxveen the  txvo 

f o r m s  o f k n o w i n g ” (Kolb 1984, 101; my italics).

“I will propose here that the poles of these two climensions are equi- 
potent modes of knowing that through dia lec t ic  t r a n s fo r m a t io n s  re- 
sult in learning. This learning proceeds along a third, developmental 
dim ension that represents not the dominance of one learning mode 
over another but the integration of the four adaptive m odes.” (Kolb 
1984, 40; my italics.)

Finally, Knovvles’ epistemological roots are primarily in Empiricism, 
despite the fact that he completely ignores sensation as a condition for 
knovvledge and defmes his philosophical orientations as follows:

“My own philosophical orientation has its roots in the humanistic, 
pragm atic, and existential framevvorks of Joh n  Dewey, Eduard 
Lindeman, Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers.”... “So I accept the criti- 
cism that 1 am a philosophical eclectic or situationalist who applies 
his philosophical beliefs differentially to different situations. I see 
myself as being f r e e f r o m  a n y  single ideological d o g m a ,  and so 1 don’t fit 
neatly into any categories philosophers often want to box people 
in to .” (Knowles 1989, 111-112; my italics.)

On the whole, he is, however, close to the advocates of the conventional 
view, who believe in non-political objective knowledge and define, for 
example, education as the transmission of knowledge (see e.g. Bright 
1989b; Fisher &  Podeschi 1989; Hartree 1984).

To summarize, the basic assumptions about the nature of knowledge 
and acquisition of knowledge lead us to conclude that these theorists 
are seeking a compromise between Empiricism and Rationalism. For 
example, pragmatism and construclivism are compromises of this kind. 
However, there are many inconsistencies and inadequacies in these 
theorizations. The first issue concerns the d e f in i t io n  a n d  role o f  p e rcep t ion .  
W hat is perception? Should the word ‘experience’ be used in this 
connection? Sense-experience? Immediate experience? Perceptual 
experience? For example, Kolb use the term ‘immediate experience’ in 
order to refer to both sensation and comprehension. At the m om ent 1
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prefer the term  perceplual experience, since il refers clearly to a p h en o m - 
enon  that com es abou t th ro u g h  the synlhesis of sensation , im agination  
and  com prehension -  that is, it arises w hen  the ‘raw ’ sense data is b rough t 
u n d e r concepts, and  so is endow ed  w ilh  a ‘rep resen ta tiona l’ characler 
(see Scruton 1996, 3 41 -342 ). A p ercep lua l experience is thus in  one 
sense a source of knovvledge, as the  E m piricists claim ed (see H am lyn 
1970, 284 -287). W h e th e r it is a basic  so rt of knowledge is a n o th e r  
question . C ould  that w h ich  a know ing  sub ject discovers by percep tion  
be term ed intuitive, d irect knovvledge, i.e. knovvledge w hich  is a tta ined  
vvithout any in term ediary  procedures? T ruths so k now n  may be called 
self-evidenl tru th s  (e. g. those  w hich  m erely State w hat is given by the 
senses, certain  abstract logical an d  arithm etica l princip les). (Russell 
1991, 61-63 .)

A nother issue concerns sources o f knovvledge in general. Schön, es- 
pecially, seem s to believe tha t a know ing  sub ject can also be acquain ted  
w ith  p henom ena th rough  o th e r sources th a n  the senses. Such o th er 
possible sources, for exam ple, are reason , m em ory  and  “self-aw areness” 
or acquain lance w ith  Self (see C risho lm  1966, 56-69; Russell 1991, 
25-28). From  this po in t of view it is precisely th a t sim ple: know ledge is 
n o t always rooted  in perceplual experience. But is percep tuai experience 
a necessary co n d id o n  for defin ing  ad u lt experien tial learning? O r are 
alternative defin itions of knovvledge acqu isition  in itself n eeded  for the 
p u rp o ses of d e lin in g  a d u lt ex p e rien tia l learn ing? T hese a lte rn a tiv e  
defin itions do no t necessarily m ean  th a t a know ing  subject loses h is 
vital contact w ith the o rd inary  w orld  of o rd inary  h u m an  beings.

The th ird  issue concerns m ore o r less explicit assum ptions abou t the 
nature and role of so-called ‘objective’ knovvledge in c lu d ed  in the theories 
s tud ied  here. Kant used  the  w ord  ‘ob jective’ to indicate that sc ien tihc  
knovvledge shou ld  be justifiable, in d ep en d en tly  of anybodys w him : a 
justifica tion  is ‘objective’ if in p rincip le  it can be tested  and  u n d ersto o d  
by anybody. If som eth ing  is valid for anybody in possession of his reason, 
then  its g rounds are objective and  sulficient. F urtherm ore , Kant argued  
tha t objectivity is co n stru ed  as a function  of the h u m an  m ind  and  no t 
in d e p e n d e n tly  of it (H am ly n  1 978 , 5 1 -5 3 ; K ant 1996 , 75 7 ). An 
ind iv idual subject strives to u n d e rs ta n d  the objective relations betw een  
th ings m as pure and  general a w ay as possible and a ttem pts to free 
them  from ‘subjective ex tras’ (Kant 1996, 71-75). Finally, i t is  im portan t 
to notice tha t if knovvledge is to be objective o r true lor ali m en an d  n o t 
ju s t true for an  m div idual sub ject, il m u st confo rm  to K ants categories 
(see H am lyn 1978, 55). T hus, objective knovvledge is only possib le in



terms of categories. Another perspective on ‘objective’ knovvledge is that 
of Poppers. He argues that the objectivity of (Scientific) knowledge lies in 
the fact that it can be in ter-subjectively Lested In general: “for inter-subjective 
te s tin g  is merely a very important aspect of the more general idea of inter- 
subjective critic ism , or in other words, of the idea of mutual rational Control 
by critical discussion”. Accordingly, in order to define knovvledge as 
objective, o u r  su b jec tive  experiences or our Jee lings o f  co n v ic lio n , which can 
never justify any statement, must be distinguished from the objective logical 
rela tions subsisting among the various systems of Scientific knovvledge. 
(Popper 1987, 43-45.) On the whole, the concepts of knovvledge, truth 
and objectivity are social in the sense that they imply a framework of 
agreement on what counts as known, true and objective (Hamlyn 1978, 
58-59). Knowledge is thus inter-subjective and interpersonal in nature 
(Hamlyn 1967; Hamlyn 1970, 38-39).

How then  does knowledge and know ing develop? Revans, for 
example, admits that “we know next to nothing about the d e v e lo p m e n t  
of questioning insight” (p. 710-711; my italics). I would like to propose 
that deepening of knowmg is growth of knowledge in te rm s  o f  the  K a n tia n  
c a te g o r ie s , which, in turn, is a matter of degree since one can know of 
some aspects of a phenom enon without necessarily knowing others 
(see Hamlyn 1978, 74). A human being is thus capable of knowing 
vvith in  th e  lim its  o f  th e  ca tegories  in use. U nderstanding, and knowing in 
general, is thus restricted to its categories. Ali that an individual subject 
can do is done in the light of his understanding of the appropriate 
concepts (Hamlyn 1970, 230-231). Lacking the ability to use ‘more 
developed’ categories, he lacks the capacity for deeper knowledge. There 
can, however, be no complete definition of knowledge and its structure. 
A dynam ic knowledge structure is always subject to the processes of 
organization and disorganization (Bohm &r Peat 1989, 141-144). At 
any given stage of knowing, it is possible to abstract a certain structure 
as relevant and appropriate. But, later, when the context is broader, the 
lim its to the validity of this abstraction are seen and new notions 
developed (ibid., 87-88). As a consequence, “there ‘is’ no completed 
world, waiting for us to ‘know’ il” (Roberts 1992, 46).

To sum m arize, the nature of the com prom ise sought betw een 
Empiricism and Rationalism is still in need of clarification. VVhether 
that com prom ise is called constructivism  or pragm atism  rem ains 
debatable and unclear. Or is it possible that the epistemological roots of 
adult experiential learning lie mostly in Rationalism, and thus we do 
not need any compromise at ali? Because these theorizations under

53



consideration define knowledge from both  strongly Empiricist and 
strongly Rationalist viewpoints, it can be argued that they are trying to 
find a compromise. However, there are obvious problems with these 
views of knowledge, and further clarification is needed. The fact is that 
knowledge of reality does not lie in the individual subject, nor in the 
know n object, but in the dynamic flow betvveen these tvvo (see e.g. 
Bohm &r Peat 1989, 67). 1 propose that the essential point is to refine 
the characteristics of bo th  the individual and objective’ qualities oi 
knovvledge. In this way it m ight be possible to understand how ‘objective’ 
knovvledge gets translated into individual knowledge or knowing and 
vice versa (see Freidson 1988, 2). Furtherm ore, how are individual 
knovvledge and perceptual experience related to each other? Does expe- 
riential learning necessarily imply the existence of perceptual experience? 
1 w ould like to propose further that the m ediator betvveen these tvvo 
qualities of knovvledge can be found in Kants basic idea of categories. 
Kant’s categories can enable a bridge to be built betvveen these tvvo 
different vvorlds of knovvledge. From this point of vievv, these theories 
have thus failed to recognise som ething that may be essential to the 
definition of adult experiential learning, since they show hardly any 
interest, for example, in the structures of knowledge (see pages 43-45). 
They show even less interest in pre-existent structures or inborn qualities 
of the hum an mind. After this general epistemological discussion I shall 
focus on questions of m ore specific relevance to the in d iv idua l 
dim ensions of adult experiential learning.
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4 IND1VIDUAL DIM EN SIONS9 O F 
ADULT EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

I shall now  proceed to the second topic of th is s tudy  -  the ind iv idual 
part of the adu lt experiential learm ng process. First I w ill exam ine 

the question , w hat does ‘experience’10 (in add ition  to percep tual expe- 
rience) m ean to these five scholars? Hovv do they define the quality  of 
experience? Secondly, 1 am interested in  hovv they describe the act of 
learning (see e.g. Brookfield 1988a). These tw o issues together m ean, 
in particular, clarifying the links betvveen experience, learning and  re- 
flection (see e.g. M erriam  &r Clark 1993; U sher 1989c). Three of the 
theorists u n d e r study  -  Kolb, Mezirovv and  Schön -  share com m on 
optim istie assum ptions about the povver of reflection in adu lt experien 
tial learning. Hovvever, reflection seem s to be as slippery  and  vague a 
term  as experience (seejarvis 1987; Sm ith 1987; U sher 1989c). Itm eans 
different things to different vvriters and p rac titioners (see M erriam  &  
H euer 1996). 1 vvould like therefore to clarify vvhether it is a necessary 
elem ent in experiential learning act or a m ere educational slogan (see 
e.g. Bullough 1989; Liston &  Zeichner 1987; M unby &r Russell 1989; 
Sm yth 1989; Tremmel 1993). Accordingly, 1 ask, hovv are reflection 
and  learn ing  related? Finally, I am concerned  vvith the ind iv idual con- 
sequences of experiential learning, i.e. hovv do these experientialists 
define ‘the end  p o in t’ oi learning? In add ition , 1 vvould like to clarify the 
fuzzy link betvveen learning and developm ent (see e.g. G ranott 1998; 
H obson &  W elbourne 1998; Merriam &r H euer 1996).

W hat experience?

These theoretic ians seem to have at least th ree k inds of uses and  m ean- 
ings for the term  ‘experience’. The second k ind  of use is revealed in the 
follovving quotations. Firstly, Kolb em phasizes the central role that ex-
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p e rien ce  p lays in  th e  a d u lt  le a rn in g  p ro c e ss  as follovvs:

“L earning is a c o n tin u o u s  process grounded in experience. K now ledge is 
con tinuosly  derived from  and Lested out in the experiences of the lea rner.” 
(Kolb 1984, 27; m y italics.)

“E veryone en ters every lea rn in g  s itu a tio n  xvith more or less articulate ideas 
about the topic at h an d . ... It is ju s t tha t som e of o u r theories are more crude 
and incorrect than  o thers.... T he im p o rta n t p o in t is th a t the  peop le  w e 
teach have held  these beliejs whatever their qualily and  th a t un til now  they 
have u sed  them  w henever the  s itua tion  called  for th em  to be a tom ic 
physicists, h is to rian s, o r w hatever.” (K olb 1984, 28; m y italics.)

“The transactional re la tionsh ip  betw een  th e  p erson  and  the  env ironm en t 
is sym bolized  in the dual meanings o f the term experience -  one subjective 
and personal, referring  to the p e rso n s  in te rn a l State, as in ‘the  experience 
of joy  an d  h a p p in e s s ’, an d  the other objective and environm ental, as in , ‘He 
has 20 years of experience  on th is jo b .’ T hese tw o form s of experience  
in te rp en e tra te  and  in terre la te  in  very com plex  ways. ‘He d o e sn l have 20  
years of experience , b u t one year repea ted  20 tim es’.” (Kolb 1984, 35; 
m y italics.)

“... Because we can still learn from  our own experience , because w e can 
sub ject the  abstract sym bols of the  socia l-know ledge system  to the rigors 
of o u r ow n inqu iry  a b o u t these sym bols an d  our personal experience with 
them, we are free” (K olb 1984, 109; m y italics).

F o r S chön , ex p erien ce  consis ts  in  m a k in g  a n d  do ing . H is c o n c e p tio n  of 
experience  in  th e  a d u lt lea rn in g  process is ex p re ssed  im plicitly  in  follow - 
ing  quo ta tio n s:

“O ur spontaneous knowing-in-action  u sua lly  gets us th ro u g h  the  d ay ” 
(Schön 1988, 2 5 -26 ; m y italics).

“I shall use k n o w ing -in -ac tion  to refer to  the sorts ofknow how  we reveal in 
o u r intelligenL action  -  pub lic ly  observab le , physical perfo rm ances like 
rid ing  a bicycle and  private o p era tions like in s tan t analysis of a balance 
sheet. In b o th  cases, the  know ing  is in the ac tion .... We are character- 
istically unab le  to m ake it verbally  exp lic it.... T he know ing -in -ac tion  is 
Lacit, spontaneously delivered w ithou t conscious deliberation .” (Schön 1988, 
28; my italics.)
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“There is, to begin wilh, a situation of action to w hich  we bring  sponlane- 
ous, routinized responses. These reveal know ing-in-ac t ion  that may be 
described in terms of Strategies, understandings of ph enom ena ,  and  ways 
of framing a task or problem appropriate to the s i tua t ion .” (Schön 1988, 
28; my italics.)

“How can an inquirer  use what he already knows in a si tuation tha t he 
takes to be unique? ... W hen a practitioner m akes sense of a si tuation he 
perceives to be un ique, he sees it as something already present in his reper- 
toire. To see this site as that one is not to su b su m e  the first u n d e r  a famil- 
iar category or rule. It is to see the unfamiliar si tuation  as bo th  similar to 
and different from the familiar one, wilhout at firs t heing able to say similar 
or different vvith respect to what. The familiar s i tuation  functions as a prec- 
edent, or a melaphor, an exemplar for the unfam iliar  o n e . ... It is ou r  capac- 
ity to see unfamiliar situations as familiar ones, and  to do in the former 
as we have done in the latter, that enables us to b r ing  ourpast experience 
to bear on  the un ique  case. It is our capacity to see-as and  do-as that 
allovvs us to have a feel for problems that do not fit existing rules.” (Schön 
1988, 65-68; my italics.)

“Jud ith  com es to the studio already arm ed vvith a strongly held view of 
architecture. ... But this is h e r initial stance” (Schön 1988, 126; my partial 
italics).

“... ‘s tance’ as itself a kind of competence, since it involves no t only atti- 
tudes and  feelings bu t  vvays of perceiving and  u n d e rs tan d in g ” (Schön 
1988, 119; my italics).

“They already u n d e rs tan d  and know how to do" (Schön 1991, 5; my ital
ics).

Action L earn ing  e m p h as ize s  “real life”, o n - th e - jo b  learn ing .  Revans co n -  
cisely d esc r ib e s  the  role of experience  in the  a d u l t  l e a rn in g  process:

“Each can ‘reorganise his own experience’.” (Revans 1985, 220-221 ; my 
italics.)

“The m ost precious asset of any organization is the one most readily 
overlooked: its capacity to huild upon it s lived experience, to learn from its 
challenges and  to tu rn  in a better performance by inviting ali and  su nd ry  
to vvork out for themselves vvhat that performance ought to be .” (Revans 
1985, 286; my italics.)
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h um an i ty  wiih the obligalion to learn, painfully  an d  from  its own ex- 
perience.” (Revans 1982, 653; m y ilalics.)

“Action Learning does n o t  p re tend  to supp ly  the subject w ith  m u c h  fresh 
cognitive knovvledge; it is sufTicient to help  h im  use more effectively what 
he already has, and  to reinterpret the experiences o f yeslerday  in the light of 
tom orrow .” (Revans 1982, 633; m y italics.)

For Knovvles ‘the  role  o f  the  a d u l t s  e x p e r i e n c e ’ is o n e  o f  h is  fou r  bas ic
a s s u m p t io n s  c o n c e fn in g  ch a ra c te r is t ic s  o f  a d u l t  learner.  H e  writes:

“The learning process is related to an d  m akes  use o f the experience o f the 
learners" (Knowles 1980, 58 ; m y italics).

“Experience is the richest resource for ad u l t s  learning: therefore the  core 
m ethodology  of adu lt  educat ion  is the analysis o f experience.” (Knovvles 
1990, 31; my italics.)

“... Adults com e in to  an educat ional activity vvith b o th  a greater volume 
and a different quality o f experience from youths .  By vir tue of s im ply  hav- 
ing lived longer, they  have accumulated more experience thar. they  had  as 
youths.. . .  The fact oi greater experience  also has som e potentia lly  nega- 
tive effects. As we accum ulate  experience , we tend  to develop  menlal 
habits, biases, and presuppositions tha t  ten d  to cause us to close o u r  m ind s  
to new  ideas, fresh percep tions a nd  alternative ways of th inking.. . .  There 
is another, m ore  subtle  reason for em ph as iz ing  the utilization o f the expe
rience of the learners; il has to do with the learneris self-identity.... To adults,  
their experience is who they are. They define w h o  they are in te rm s of the 
accum ula tion  of their unique sets o f experience (e.g. occup a t ion s ,  w ork , 
travelling). Adults are w hat they have done. Because of this they have a 
deep  investm ent in its value. The im plica tion  of this  fact is tha t  in any 
situa t ion  in w h ic h a d u l t ’s experience is ignored or devalued, they  perceive 
this as not rejecling ju s t  their experience, bu t  rejecting th em  as p e rso n s .” 
(Knowles 1990, 58-60; my italics.)

M ez irow ’s co n c e p t io n  o f  the  ro le  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  in a d u l t  le a rn in g  p ro cess
is fo u n d  in  th e  fo l low ing  c ita tions:

“The idea tha t  uncritically assimilated habits o f expectalion or meaning per- 
spectives serve as schem es and  as percep tual and  interpre tive codes  in the 
construal of m ean ing  const i tu tes  is the  Central dynam ic  and  fun dam en -  
tal postulate  of a constructivis t transform ation  theory  of adu lt  learning... .
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Experience strengthens our personal meaning system  by refocusing or ex- 
tend ing  o u r  expectations about how things are supposed  to b e .” (Mezirow 
1991 c, 4-5; my italics.)

“I have cbosen the term meaning perspective to refer to the struc ture  of 
assu m p tio ns  vvithin vvhichones past experience assimilales and transforms 
new experience. A m eaning  perspective is a habiiual set ojexpectations that 
constitutes an orienting fram e of reference that we use in projecting ou r  
sym bolic  models and  that serves as a (usually tacit) belief system for in- 
te rpre t ing  and  evaluating the meaning of experience.... Meaning perspec- 
tives de te rm ine  the essential conditions fo r  construing meaning fo r  an expe
rience. By defining our  expectations, a meaning  perspective selectively 
orders w hat we learn and the way we learn it. Each m ean in g  perspective 
conta ins  a n u m b e r  of meaning schemes. A m ean ing  schem e is the par- 
ticular knowledge, beliefs, valuejudgments, andfeelings tha t  becom e articu- 
lated in an interpretation... .  Meaning schemes are m u ch  m ore  likely to 
be exam ined  critically and  transformed by reflection than  m ean ing  per- 
spectives.” (Mezirovv 1991c, 42-44; my italics.)

“Often o u r  unders tand ing  comes from finding the right m e tap h o r  to fi t  
the experience analogically into our meaning schemes, theories, belief Sys
tem s, or self-concept” (Mezirovv 1991c, 80; my italics).

“We can never be totally free from  our past” (Mezirovv 1991c, 2; m y ital
ics).

“Uncritically assimilated presupposit ions may distorl o u r  vvays of knovv- 
ing” (Mezirovv 1991c, 5; my italics).

“... hovv vve select those elements oi it (an encou n te r)  that past experience 
tells us may be relevant to understanding. We have to sort through our 
past experience, that is, the alternative in ierpre tations currently  available 
to us. T hus  the way ourprior experience is organized and  the vvay vve inter- 
pre t  its re levance b eco m e  Central to m ak in g  a new  in te rp re ta t io n .” 
(M ezirow 1991c, 11-12; my italics.)

E xp e r ie n ces  o f th is  so r t  seem  lo have at least five fu n d a m e n ta l  p ro p e r -  
ties. Firstly, these  c i ta tions  refer to past, “lived” ex pe r ie n c es  o r  life e x p e 
rience . T h ey  are ex p e r ie n c es  tha t have a lread y  p a sse d  o r  b e e n  lived 
th r o u g h .  Every ad u l t  h as  a “private m ix tu re” of ex p e r ien ces ,  a n d  these  
“p r iv a te  m ix tu r e s ” of exper ien ces  belong  to a d u l t s  as in d iv idu a l  su b -  
je c ts  a n d  c o n s t i tu te  th e  adulEs ‘everyday m ea n in g fu l  w o r ld  of signifi-
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cance’ (see Bohm &r Peat 1987, 248; Mair 1980; van Manen 1990, 36; 
Usher 1989a). Secondly, this sorl of experience has a Lacit or im p l ic i t  
characler. An adult lives with these experiences, and carries them vvith 
him in every situalion. Because an adult dwells in these experiences, it 
is difficult to describe them in language form: an adult is unable to say 
ali that he has experienced (see Polanyi 1964a, x, xi). These “lived” 
experiences could be similarly characterized as tacit knowing: we have 
experienced more than we can teli and we can teli nothing without 
relying on our awareness of things we may not be able to teli (Polanyi 
1964a, x; see also Mair 1980). These experiences are a natural and 
fundamental part of adult life; they are brought into daily routines. 
Although tacit they are not, however, wholly inexpressible, because 
they become more or less transparent in action. As Schön puts it, “we 
reveal (our knowing-in~action) in our intelligent action” (Schön 1988, 
28).

On the basis of these two properties the “private mixture” of experi
ences resembles the Husserlian life-world, the World of the natural atti- 
tude of everyday life". It involves living in contact with the ordinary 
world of ordinary human beings, for example, the family and other social 
ties including employment. It is the world one finds oneself in wit'hout 
thinking about it, just as the world of things surrounds us without our 
making a conscious deliberate effort (Dilthey 1985, 223; Roberts 1992, 
268). The life-world, in short, is the world humanity finds itself in before 
deliberate manipulation takes place. Knowledge within the life-world is 
defined as implicit (in that it cannot be completely stated), holistic (in 
that each element is related to the whole), and unavailable (in that we 
cannot give a critical account of it) (Roberts 1992, 269). The third prop- 
erty of such experiences follows quite naturally from these two character- 
istics. These experiences are always t rue ,  authentic and worthwhile for 
the adult himself (see Dilthey 1985; see also Polanyi 1964a, 202). In 
short, they are objects of certainty. When we, in the natural course of 
day-to-day life, experience things, we ‘believe’ in them, and attribute real 
existence to them. Therefore it is quite natural that they are taken-for- 
granted. Because of their subjective character these experiences are not, 
however, capable of strict definition, i.e. not absolute.

Fourthly, experiences of this sort are described as i n c o m p l e t e  and in -  
a d e q u a te  -  even d i s to r te d  (e.g. unarranged and untested conceptions; 
more or less articulated ideas; crude and incorrect theories; inadequate, 
false, distorted and limited meaning perspectives or meaning schemes). 
In spite of madequacy or incompleteness these “private mixtures” con-
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stitute, however, a holist ic unity for the adult himself, since an adult 
seeks a unity among experiences (see e.g Roth 1962, 35-36). Knovvles 
(see e.g. 1990, 60) emphasizes that it is the learners self-identity that is 
at issue. If these experiences are subjectively true or adequate but can 
on the other hand be defined inadequate, one question arises in rela- 
tion to what are they inadequate? They can be inadequate or incom- 
plete at least in two senses. Firstly, they can be defined as individual 
misinformation (see Bohm & Peat 1989, 248), which can arise due to 
defects in ones understanding. In addilion to defects of understanding, 
there can be genuine mistakes of (acts about oneself (Hamlyn 1978, 
228-230). Simple misunderstanding should, however, be differentiated 
from pathological or ideological distortion (Ricoeur 1991, 302). Sec- 
ondly, inadequacies could be defined as p a r t ia l  understanding or im p e r -  

Jec t  knowledge (see Hollinger 1980; Popper 1977b). Accordingly, they 
are not falsehoods, since a human being can not be focally aware of 
innum erable items of experience (see Polanyi 1964a, 103). A third way 
to explain these inadequacies is to refer to the difierences betvveen sub- 
jective and personal. The subjective refers merely to enduring feelings 
and action guided by individual passions. The personal, in turn, is more 
than subjective. It actively enters into a hum an beings com m itm ents 
and the universal. In so far as the personal subm its to requirem ents 
acknovvledged by itself as independent of itself, it is not subjective. 
(Polanyi 1964a, 300.) Accordingly, the inadequacies could refer to lack 
of universal and with too much subjective. W hat then are ‘objective’ 
and ‘environm ental’ experiences? Do they refer to this universal? YVhat 
does Kolb mean by them? Are these wordless and habitual experiences 
described in the above citations inadequate in some objective and envi
ronm ental sense? Kolb does not clarily the distinction he makes, but 
states only that ‘these tvvo forms of experience interpenetrate and inter- 
relate in very complex ways’ (see page 56).

To sum  up, the adult’s present vvay oi being and seeing the World, 
others and himself is delined in terms of experiences of this kind (cf. 
Hanson 1972, 30). 1 would term them f i r s t - o r d e r  e x p e r i e n c e s .  The total 
of these first-order experiences -  i.C the iidults unique, autobiographi- 
cal history -  constitute the ‘boundary structures’ for learning, since 
they -  as a whole -  influence the way an adult underslands and acts in 
the world. However, they are a necessary, but not a su f f ic ie n t  precondi- 
tion for experiential learning to occur (see e.g. Boud, Cohen & Walker 
1993; Jarvis 1987; Smith 1987). Actually these five properties of first- 
order experiences are of a kind that do not produce learning alone and
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automatically, and may even prevent il. The m ore experience an adull 
has the m ore easily he tends “to develop m ental habits, biases, and  pre- 
suppositions ihat tend to cause (him ) to close (his) m ind  to new  ideas, 
fresh perceptions and alternative ways of th ink ing” (Knowles 1990, 59). 
Also the theories presently un d er study include the m ore or less explicit 
argum ent that for experiential learning the connection  betw een w hat one 
has experienced already and  w hat one com es to learn is crucial. More 
precisely, these experientialists seem to assum e tha t learning begins w ith 
the in lerplay  betw een these first-order experiences and  experiences of a 
different quality. They describe experiences of ano ther k ind of quality, 
w hich  I have term ed second-order experiences, as follows:

A Mezirowian disorienting dilemma:

* a growing sense of inadequacy of 
old ways of seeing and under- 
standing meaning

* inejjectiveold patterns of response
* any major challenge to an estab- 

lished  perspective: th rough  an 
accretion of transformed meaning 
schemes resulting from a series of 
dilemmas; an externally imposed 
epochal dilemma (e.g. a life crisis, 
a death, an illness, a divorce, fail- 
ing an im portan t exam inaiion, 
retirem ent); an eyeopening dis- 
cussion, book, poem, painting or 
efforts to understand a different 
culture; an em otionally charged 
skuauon

* painful: often calls into question 
deeply held personal values and 
threaLens very sense of self

* problem  posing: making a taken- 
for-granted situation problematic, 
raising  questions regarding iis 
validily

* experiences lait to fit our expect- 
a tio n s  and  co n seq u e n tly  lack  
m eaning for us

A Schönian elem ent of surprise:

* som ething fails to meet expect- 
ations

* an inadequale hypothesis
* an unexpected  p leasan t or u n - 

pleasant oulcom e does not fit the 
calegories of our k n o w in g -in - 
action

* confusion and puzzlement

A Revansian recognition of a common 
ignorance:

* a real, threalening p rob lem  (no 
existing solution), on w hich hon- 
est and reasonable man may dis- 
agree

* no-one knows the answer, what 
to do next

* ignorance, risk and confusion
* obligation to find the answ er
* some elem ent of threaL
* a problem  will vary from one to 

another (differences betw een pasl 
experiences, current values and 
future hopes)
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* an  a n o m a ly  thai cannot be given 
coherence either by learning with- 
in existing schemes or by learning 
new schemes

* a redefinition of the problem: 
critically reassessing the assumpt- 
ions that support the current 
meaning schemes in question

A Knowlesian real or simulated 
experience:

* learners discover for themselves the 
gaps  between where they are now 
and where they want to be

* even more potent tools for raising 
the level of awareness of the need 
to know

A second-order experience seems to have at least three essential proper- 
ties. Firstly, such an expenence unlocks some part of the subject’s first-order 
experiences, which have suggested appropriate ways in which to see the 
World, to do uh t  (cf. Hamlyn 1978, 120-124). The second-order experi
ence breaks down the tendency to cling to what is familiar and therefore 
more or less seriously disturbs the subjects overall equilibrium. The sub- 
ject has over the years acquired a certain body of understandings and 
living, but suddenly he notices that there is something wrong with this 
old, familiar way of seeing and living (see Hanson 1972, 70). A skeptical 
intent arises, and he suspends his own experiences in this particular situ- 
ation, and his holistic, implicit awareness turns into somewhat explicit 
or transparent form. Secondly, this disturbing or violating second-order 
experience usually generates negativeJeelings or at least confusion in adults. 
At worst, it may even threaten the unity of Self. 1 would like to propose 
that these negative feelings are more than inere cognitive discomfort, but 
a holistic discomfort, which also  inclu tles emotional discomfort. A sec
ond-order experience threatens the adult’s unity and his own, familiar 
conceptions are not true anymore. In other words, he notices some in- 
completeness or inadequacy in his preseni ways of seeing. In this incon- 
venient or confusing situation the adult is faced with a choice. More pre- 
cisely, in this situation the subjecl has lwo basic possibilities: to defend 
the familiar way of seeing or to modify it, i.e. to learn. How does a sec-

A Kolbian surpris ing ,  unanticipated
experience:

* makes our earlier earnest con- 
victions about the nature of real- 
ity seems s implis tic  and dogm at ic

* it is in this i n t e r p l a y  b e tvveen  
e x p e c ta t io n  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  that 
learning occurs

* th is experience can develop 
gradually or dramatically as a 
result of a life crisis (e.g. divorce 
or losing ones job)
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ond-order expenence give rise to modifying the familiar way of seeing 
and to learning?

The ansvver is the third property of a second-order experience, conli- 
nuily . Accordingly, every second-order experience is seen as interrelated 
with the totality of first-order experiences, or as even inside this unity (cf. 
Elder 1980). First-order experiences thus constitute the boundary struc- 
tures for seeing. ‘Seeing’ a second-order experience is a ‘theory-laden’ 
activity, since ‘seeing’ is shaped by first-order experiences (see Hanson 
1972, 19). An adult cannot properly be said to see something, unless as 
one thing or other, even if lt is not seen as it is (see Hamlyn 1978, 64). An 
adult asks “is this the same as ...?” The past thus provides clues for the 
seeing of a second-order experience (see Barbour 1980). The Devveyan 
idea of the experiential continuum is thus important here: every second- 
order experience refers to some features of the first-order experience -  
pre-existent in time -  and modifies in some way the quality of those 
experiences which come after (see Dewey 1951, 17, 27). But the experi
ential continuum can also be explained through Kantian categories and 
structural resemblance: an mdividual sees the second-order experience 
in the light of his understanding, in the light o f the categories in  use. A 
second-order experience gives a hint that there is som eth ing  beyond the 
individual boundaries of understanding, but one cannot know yet what 
lies beyond those boundaries. A second-order experience provides the 
clue that ones own boundaries can be moved on.

I would argue with Dewey that the criterion of con tinu ity  is that which 
discriminates between educative and mis-educative second-order expe
riences (see Dewey 1951, 29; see also Usher 1989c), but my grounds for 
this are Kantian. An educative second-order experience should prepare a 
learner for later experiences of a deeper and more extensive quality i.e. to 
activate more developed categories. Furthermore, a second-order experi
ence is mis-educative, if it arrests or distorts development of this kind 
(see Dewey 1951, 13). From Kantian point of view, a second-order expe
rience arrests or distorts if there is not enough ‘fit’ between a second- 
order experience and first-order experiences in term s o jca tegories . In par- 
ticular, one of Knowles’ arguments refers to this dilference between edu
cative and mis-educative experiences: “a little anxiety stimulates learn
ing; but each of us has an anxiety ceiling that if exceeded operates as a 
block to learning” (1989, 89). Mezirow expresses the same idea as lol- 
lows: ”We trade off awareness for avoidance of anxiety when new experi
ences are inconsistent with our habits of expectation, which can result in 
areas of meaninglessness” (1991c, 63). The line between educative and
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m is-ed u ca tiv e  is, how ever, difficult Lo define. H ow  can  a s e c o n d -o rd e r  
ex p erien ce  be  m ob ilised  to generate the op tim a l a m o u n t o f d isco n tin u ity  
a n d  o p tim a l a m o u n t of co n tinu ity  to o rien t an  a d u lt to  a p p ro a c h  a fam il- 
iar, b u t a t th e  sam e tim e d is tu rb in g  p h e n o m e n o n  w ith  fresh in te rest, b u t 
w ith o u t a rre stin g  learn ing? T he seco n d -o rd e r ex p e rien ce  has to  p rov ide  
a lea rn e r vvith so m e th in g  genuinely  new, b u t  n o t too  new  o r too  fam iliar, 
in re la tio n  to first-o rder experiences, because  b o th  over-fam iliarity  an d  
u nd er-fam ilia rity  w ill p ro d u ce  a m is-educa tive ex p erien ce , at w o rs t even 
an  a lien a tin g  o r an an o m ic  experience (see Ja rv is  1987; M erriam & r C lark  
1993; U sh er 1989c).

It th is  s itu a tio n  o f cho ice  it shou ld , how ever, be n o ticed  th a t firs t-o rd e r 
e x p e rie n c e s  a re  m o re  fu n d am en ta l an d  p o w erfu l th a n  s e c o n d -o rd e r  
e x p e rien ce s . T he re fo re , by  v irtue  of hav in g  b e e n  p o sitiv e  agenc ies  for a 
lo n g  tim e  in  th e  a d u lts  life first-o rder e x p e rien ces  can  easily  b eco m e  
n ega tive  b o u n d a r ie s  to  le a rn in g  (see also D ew ey 19 3 0 , 175; v a n  M anen  
1990 , 4 6 -4 7 ) . T he s itu a tio n  is fuzzy an d  d is tu rb in g  a n d , b e c a u se  o f th e  
n e e d  to  m a in ta in  th e  u n ity  o f Self, the a d u lt d o es  n o t n ecessarily  w an t 
to see to o  m u c h  (see C lax to n  1987; D aloz 1 9 8 7 , 93 ; S m ith  1987). T he 
u n ity  o f Self can  be  d is tu rb e d , if ‘the  p e rce iv ed  re w a rd s ’ are very  g reat. 
O th e rw ise , th e  su b jec t w ill n o t w illingly ex p lo re  th e  in a d e q u a c ie s  o f 
f irs t-o rd e r ex p erien ces , b u t will p refer to  c o n tin u e  in  m o re  fam iliar w ays 
(cf. B ohm  &  Peat 1989 , 2 2 -2 3 ). H ow  th e n  d o es  an  a d u lt u ltim a te ly  
o r ie n t to  lea rn in g ?  O n e  ex p lan a tio n  is th a t w e are “p re p ro g ra m m e d ” for 
lea rn in g . At least th ree  o f th e  th eo re tic ian s u n d e r  s tu d y  seem  to  believe  
th a t h u m a n  b e in g s  -  a n d  especially  ad u lts  -  have  so m e  k in d  o f inner  
compulsion  o r  need to  lea rn  an d  develop  th e m se lv e s12. K now les, fo r ex- 
am p le , a p p e a ls  to  ‘in te rn a l p re ssu re s ’ (e.g. desire  for in c re a se d  self-es- 
teem , q u a lity  o f life, re sp o n sib ility  an d  jo b  sa tis fac tio n ) a n d  ‘th e  n eed  
to  k n o w ’, b u t  the  m o s t im p o rta n t seem s to  be  th e  “a lm o s t in f in ite  p o - 
ten tia l, la te n t ab ility  to  self-actualize an d  ab ility  to  lea rn , b e  ab le  to 
co p e  m o re  satisfy ing ly /effectively  w ith  rea l-life  ta sk s  o r p ro b le m s  o r 
s i tu a t io n s ” (1 9 8 9 , 8 4 ). R evans m en iio n s s im p ly  ‘th e  n eed  to  le a rn ’ a n d  
‘h u m a n i ty  w ith  th e  o b lig a tio n  to le a rn ’ (1 9 8 2 , 6 5 3 , 7 7 9 ). M ezirow  
(1 9 9 1 c , 10 ), in tu rn , be lieves in ‘the need  to  u n d e rs ta n d  o u r  e x p e ri
e n c e s ’ a n d  in  ‘a n e e d  to  m ake  an d  tra n s fo rm  m e a n in g ’. T h is  n e e d , 
M ezirow  c la im s , is o rth o g e n e tic  in na lu re , i.e. it im ita te s  in ev itab le  pa t- 
te rn s  o f  b io lo g ic a l d e v e lo p m e n t (1 9 9 1 c , 1 93 ). O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , 
K now les (1 9 9 0 , 63 ; 1989 , 8 4 ) also m en tio n s  m o re  ‘e a r th ly ’ n e e d s , co n - 
c e rn in g  ‘c u r re n t n eed s , in te re s ts  an d  p ro b lem s a d u lt  le a rn e rs  have  in 
th e ir  m in d s ’, ex te rn a l p re ssu re s  (be tte r jo b s , p ro m o tio n s )  m  th e  cu r-
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rent life situation and the developmental tasks of adult social roles (per- 
lormances as workers, spouses, parents and citizens). However, Knowles 
and Mezirow share a common failh that the adult’s real interests are 
hidden13.

1 would like to argue, contrary to these theorists, that the need for 
learning arises afterw ards; after first-order experiences and a second-or- 
der experience have met. The only ‘preprogrammed’ aspect is the human 
beings biological need to be in equilibrium. Consequently, it is not ‘an 
inner compulsion’ which matters, but the relationship betvveen a sec- 
ond-order experience and first-order experiences which creates a need to 
learn. lt is as a result of this situation that an adult commits to learning. 
Commitment thus determines the nature of the ensuing action; without 
commitmentnothinghappens(seee.g. Bolton 1991; King 1980; Merriam 
& Heuer 1996; Popper 1977a; Reinharz 1989). My propose is that it is 
the personoi significance (see Brooklield 1988b) or subjective v a lu t (see 
Merriam & Clark 1993) of this combination of first-order and second- 
order experience which matters. In fact, one can, for example, learn from 
a meaningless experience in this ‘relevance’ sense (Usher 1989c). The 
personal significance or relevance of a certain second-order experience, 
in turn, depends essentially on what an adult already knows and has 
experienced and therefore on receptivity (i.e. an ability to experience), 
which is defined as a major dimension of being (see Hanson 1972, 26; 
Smith 1987). Receptivity affects our relationships with other people, as 
well as our capacity for learning (Smith 1987). Among adults, receptivity 
in relation to a second-order experience is crucial. And due to the differ- 
ent life-histories shaped by mdividuals social relationships and culture, 
adults’ abilities to orient to and see second-order experiences are differ- 
ent. Not everyone is interested in the novel and problematic. As Mezirovv 
points out, ali adults find no need to engage in reflective thmking (1991c, 
125). Accordingly, a second-order experience that may be educative in 
one adult learner’s case may be even alienating to another. Or a single 
second-order experience can lead to several learning topics or a variety of 
them lead to a single topic (see Merriam & Clark 1993; Smith & 
McCormick 1992). In consequence, I claim that one can not state in 
advance vvhether an adult will choose to learn something or not. Due to 
the properties o f these tw o qualities o f experiences th e fin a l choice is unknovvn. 
A n d  m ost im portanlly, personal significance is a priva te  a ffair.

Furthermore, one of the basic characteristics of second-order expe
riences seems to be that m ost o ften  they are not p la n n ed  beforehand , but 
an adult can ‘meet’ an optimal second-order experience any time and

66



an y  w h e re  in a real life si tuation . They ju s t  h a p p e n  in th e  real life co n -  
tex t as is the  case, for exam ple ,  w ith  life e x p e r ie n c e s  s u c h  as ch an g e  in 
j o b  s ta tu s  o r  d ivorce  (see also M erriam  C lark  1993).  T h is  ra ises the  
q u e s t io n  of fictional o r  a rrang ed  s e c o n d - o rd e r  ex per ien ces .  C an  these  
b e  perso na l ly  s ignificant for the adult  lea rn e r?  K nowles, for ex am ple ,  
be lieves  in a r ra n g ed  se c o n d -o rd e r  e x p er ien ces ,  “le a rn in g  ex per ien ces  
in a d u l t  ed u c a t io n  are increasingly orgamzed  a r o u n d  life tasks o r  p ro b -  
l e m s ” (1 9 8 9 ,  84; m y italics), no t “acco rd in g  to s u b je c t -m a t te r  u n i t s  a n d  
th e  logic of s u b je c t -m a t te r  c o n te n t” ( i b id ., 82 ) .  But he  c la im s also th a t  
“th e  le a rn e rs  accep t a share  of the re sp on s ib i l i ty  for p la n n in g  a n d  ope r-  
a t in g  a le a rn in g  ex per ience  an d  therefore  have  a fee l ing  o j  com mitm ent  
t o w a rd  i t” (1 9 9 0 ,  86; m y  italics). Lawrence (1 9 8 9 )  h a s  a sk e d  the  q u e s 
t ion ,  d o es  success  o f  A ction  Learning rely w h o l ly  o n  the  cho ice  o f  p ro b -  
l e m ’? T h is  q u e s t io n  c o u ld  also be p u t  in to  a m o re  g enera l  form: d o es  
th e  success  o f  experien t ia l  learn ing  rely w h o l ly  o n  the  cho ice  o f  sec 
o n d - o r d e r  experience?  A nd  fu r therm ore ,  w h o  c h o o se s  a s e c o n d - o rd e r  
exp er ien ce?  O r  is ch o o s in g  even possible?

To s u m  u p ,  h o w  are these  three k in d s  o f  e x p e r ien c es  -  p e rc e p tu a l  
e x p e r ie n c es ,  f i rs t -o rd e r  exper ien ces  a n d  s e c o n d - o r d e r  ex p e r ie n c e s  -  
re la ted  to  each  o ther?  P ercep tual ex pe r ien ces  a n d  s e c o n d - o rd e r  ex p e r i 
ences ,  in fact, re sem b le  each  o the r  in one  c ruc ia l  respec t.  Both o f  th e m  
are  ‘im m e d ia te ’, h e re - a n d -n o w  exper ien ces  lo a d e d  w ith  co ns id e ra b le  
intensity . F i r s t-o rde r  exper iences  are, in tu rn ,  m em ory  experiences. Al- 
t h o u g h  co n t in u i ty  b e tw e e n  these two ty pes  o f  ex p e r ien ce s  is seen  as 
necessary, th e re  are m a n y  ways in w hich  th ey  can  b e  jo ined .  In th e  first 
p lace , th e  poss ib il it ies  in h e re n t  in o rd in a ry  f i rs t -o rder  ex pe r ien ces  are 
w ide .  But th is is also the  case w ith  s e c o n d - o rd e r  experiences .  T h u s ,  
every  s e c o n d - o rd e r  e xp er ience  is a possihility for expe r ien t ia l  lea rn ing ,  a 
p o ten t ia l  m o v in g  force, b u t  the final p o ten t ia l  for the  c o m m i tm e n t  to 
lea rn  seem s to be m ih in  ad u l t  learners them se lv es :  it is the  ability to 
e x p e r ien ce  w h ich  m atte rs .  Knowles a rg u m e n t  th a t  “ali le a rn in g  e x p e r i 
en ces  s h o u ld  be re in fo rc ing  as well as s t r e t c h in g ” (1 9 8 9 ,  104) seem s 
im p o ss ib le  from  th is  p o in t  o f view. But, g e ne ra l ly  spe ak in g ,  m u c h  de- 
p e n d s  u p o n  the  qualily  o f  a seco n d -o rd e r  e x p er ience .  As seen  in the  
d e sc r ip t io n s  on  pages 6 2 -6 3  they can he o f  w h a te v e r  quality. Especially 
in te re s t in g  is the  n a tu re  o f  the  clues iha t s e c o n d - o r d e r  e x p er iences  give. 
T h e  qua l i ty  o f  the  s e c o n d - o rd e r  experience  s h o u l d  ‘fit’ especially  w ith  
le a r n e r s  receptivity, s ince  experientia l le a rn in g  em erges  from  d iscon ti -  
n u i ty  a n d  c o n f ro n ta t io n  w i th  the unfamiliar. As D ew ey (1 9 3 0 )  p u ts  it: 
a d e lica te  c o m b in a t io n  of h ab i t  and  im p u lse  is a requ is i te  (p. 177). A
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second-order experience challenges ad u lt’s cu rren t way of seeing and  
understand ing . Accordingly, the necessary  and  sufficient cond ilions for 
experiential learn ing  to occur c lusle r a ro u n d  tw o in le rre la ted  ph en o m - 
ena, the  (im m ed ia te ) s e c o n d -o rd e r  ex p e rien c e  a n d  the  to ta lity  of 
first-order experiences. But the re la tionsh ip  betw een  these p h en o m en a  
is n o t d irect and  u np rob lem atic . M ore precisely, if three e lem en ts -  
first-order experiences, a second -o rder experience and receptiv ity  -  are 
in optim al balance, learn ing  is possible. Finafly, 1 vvould like to charac- 
terize encoun te ring  a seco n d -o rd e r experience as a rejlective m om ent, a 
m om en t of d iscovering the  b o u n d arie s  of the ad u lt’s first-o rder ex p eri
ences. It is a m om en t, w hen  the ad u lt sub ject d iscovers th a t b eh in d  
those boundaries lies som eth ing  of personally  significance to know.

The individual experience -modifying process

The follovving explanations of on  w hat happens w hen act of learning 
takes place are w ide-ranging, com plex and  m ultid im ensional. They in- 
clude term s that are so loose and  am biguous as to create m ore problem s 
than they soive in aescrib ing  the act of experiential learning (see also 
U sher 1989c). This especially concerns the term s of ‘transfo rm ation’ and  
‘reflection’. Kolb defines learning as the crealion ofknowledge, meaning and 
realily through the transformation of experience (1984, 38, 52; my italics). 
He connects an increasingly specialized interpretative consciousness vvith 
learning (1984, 145-146)14.

Kolbian learning:

* transform ation m eans active expe- 
rimentation and rejlective observ- 
ation

* intention i.e. in ternal reflection 
(understanding) about the attrib- 
u tes of these ex p erien ces and  
ideas/lheir presymbolic impact on 
our feelings

* e x te n s io n  i.e. ac tiv e  ex te rn a l 
manipulation of the external World 
and grounding of ideas and expe
riences in the external world/acting

Interpretative consciousness:

* contains no contrad ictions that 
would challenge the validity of the 
interpretation

* an evaluative process that select- 
ively in te rp re ts the focal expe
rience

* this in te rp re ta tio n  of the focal 
experience alters it selectively, re- 
defining it and carrying it forward 
in term s of the hierarchically in- 
tegrated learning mode
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on our  ap p rehended  expe- 
rience and thus extending it

* the s t r u c tu r a l  basis of the learn- 
ing process lie in the trans- 
actions among four adaptive 
modes and the way in which 
the adaptive dialectics get re- 
solved (intuitive and affective 
responses to the situation are 
present) (logical thinking and 
rational evaluation to create 
ideas that integrate their ob- 
servations into logically sound 
theories) (a tentative, impartial 
perspective tovvard a leaming 
situation -  a vvillingness to 
patiently consider many alter- 
natives) (action, participation, 
and risk taking in learning, 
pragmatically testing previous- 
ly generated concepts)

* learning requires the reso lu t ion  
o f  conflicts between dialectically 
opposed modes of adaptation 
to the world

* k n o w le d g e  resu lts  from a 
com binat ion  of p rehension  
and transformation

* the result is four different 
elementary forms of knowl- 
edge (see note 4)

* learning is an emergent, con- 
tinuous, cyc l ica l ,  h o l is t ic  and 
a d a p t i v e  process

* gives direction and structure to the 
unlocused elaboration of registrative 
consciousness

* random accentuation process
* an experience is chosen that Apulls 

for” a particular orientation
* primarily an a ly t ic :  experiences can be 

ireated singly and in isolation
* a self-sealing, self-fulfilling character 

that deceives us with the illusion of a 
holistic view of an experience when it 
is fact fragmented and specialized

* serves to stifle contradictions and 
paradoxes

* at h ighe r  levels of in te rp re ta t iv e  
consciousness, one develops the abil- 
ity to observe experience/rom m u l t ip le  
perspec t ives

For Mezirow, “learning is a d ia lec t ica l  p rocess  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  in which 
we interact with objects and  events, guided by an old set of expecta- 
t ions” (1991c, 11; my italics). Mezirovv argues that “m a k i n g  m e a n i n g  is 
central to what learning is ali about” (ibid.; my italics) and “learning 
may be unders tood  as th e  p r o c e s s  o f  us ing a p r i o r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  to  c o n s t r u e
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a new or a revised in ierpreia tion  o f the m eaning o f ones experience  in o rd e r  
to gu id e  fu tu re  a c t io n ” (1 9 9 1 c ,  12; m y  italics).  At the  co re  o f  M ez i ro w ’s 
th e o r iz in g  is the  d iv is io n  in to  reflective le a r n in g  a n d  t r a n s fo rm a t iv e  
l e a r n in g ,  a n d  th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  be tvveen  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  m e a n i n g  
s c h e m e s  a n d  t r a n s fo rm a t io n  o f  m e a n in g  p e rsp ec t iv e s  (see also T enn a tt  
1993).

Mezirowian interpre tation:

* involves making a decision that may result in confirmation, rejection, exlen- 
sion o r  form ulation  o f  a belief o r m ean ing  schem e  or in finding that beliel 
or schem e  in ques t ion  presents  a p rob lem  that requires  fu r th er exam ina- 
tion

* in terpre ta tions are fallible
* often p red ica ted  u p o n  unreliable a ssum ptions
* interpre tations are art iculations of meaning  schem es and  involve a ssu m p 

tions tha t  adults  in m o d e m  society find necessary to validate
* can lead to either nonreflective (au tom atic ,  hab itua l)  action or to reflec

tive action; this involves the testing offundam ental assumptions ra ther than 
the mere extension o f knowledge

Reflective learning:

* the  p re v iou s ly  a c q u i r e d  taken -  
for-granted m ean ing  schem es are 
fu r th er differenliated and elaborat- 
ed vvithin the struc ture  of acquired 
frames of reference

* th e  confirm ation , addition o r trans
form ation  of ways of in terpre ting  
experience

* th is  lo rm  of le a r n in g  in c lu d e s  
habitual and stereotypic responses to 
information received through  pre- 
e x is t in g ,  knovvn c a te g o r ie s  o f 
m ean in g  (“recipe lea rn ing”, rote 
learning)

* a specific response changes or adding 
knowledge

Mezirowian reflection:

* a personal, private process
* a retroactive critique of the con- 

tent (descrip tion  of a p rob lem , a 
p ro b lem a t ic  m e a n in g  sch em e) ,  
p r o c e s s  ( b o t h  r e f l e c t io n  a n d  
cri tique of perceiving, th ink ing , 
j u d g i n g ,  f e e l in g  a n d  a c t i n g ,  
m e th o d  of ou r  p rob lem  solving) 
o r prem ises of p ro b lem  solving

* c e n t r a l  in  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of 
m ean ing  schem es (reflection on 
dysfunctional a ssum ptions)  and 
m ean in g  perspectives, in intent-  
ional learning and  validity testing 
(of p rio r learning, o r a ttend ing  to 
the g ro u n d s  or jus ti f ica t ion  for 
o u r  beliefs)
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* learning new meaning  schemes, 
sufficiently consis tent and com- 
patible with existing meaning per- 
speclives to co m p lem en t them by 
exLending their scope

* identif ica l ion  w ith  o thers  often 
plays a large role in ihis form of 
learning

Transformative learning:

* ha p p en s  th rough transformaiion 
of m eaning  schem es

* accretion of transform ed meaning 
schem es can lead to a transform- 
a tion in m ean ing  perspective

* p e rspec t ive  transform ation : be- 
com ing  aware, th rough  reflection 
an d  critique, of specific presup- 
positions u p o n  w hich a distorted 
or incom plete  m ean ing  perspect
ive is based and then transforming 
th a t  p e rs p e c t iv e  th ro u g h  a re- 
organization o f meaning

* the learner is presen ted  with an 
a l te rn a t ive  way of in te rp re t in g  
feelings and patterns of action; the 
o ld m ean ing  schem e or perspect
ive is negated  an d  is e ither re- 
p laced  or reorganized to incor- 
porate  new  insights

* transfo rm at ion  in m ean ing  per
spective can happen  only through 
taking perspectives of others, who 
have more critical awareness oi the 
p s y c h o c u l t u r a l  a s s u m p t i o n s  
w h ich  sh a p e  o u r  h is to r ies  and 
experience.

* in vo lves  an e n h a n c e d  level of 
awareness of the context of ones 
beliefs and  feelings

reflect on the results of ou r  efforts 
to project ou r  symbolic models, 
as selected and  organized by our  
m eaning perspectives, metaphor- 
ically to in terpre t a situation (im- 
aginative projection  of symbolic  
models)

Mezirowian prem ise  reflection:

* unquestioned prem ises are Special 
cases of a ssum ptions

* a w a re n e s s  a n d  c r i t iq u e  of th e  
reasons w hy we have done in a 
certain way

* the dynam ics by w hich  belief Sys
tems, i.e. m ean ing  perspectives, 
becom e transform ed

* involves the process of “theoretical 
reflectivity” tha t may cause us to 
become critical of epistemic, social 
or psychological p resupposit ions

* leads to m orefully developed m ean 
ing perspectives (m ore inclusive, 
d i s c r im in a t in g ,  d i f f e re n t ia te d ,  
permeable, open and integrative of 
experience)

* lessfrequently opens the possihility 
for perspective transformation

* an in le re n t ia l  logic ,  “d ia le c t ic  
p re s u p p o s i t io n a l”, a m o v em en t  
t h r o u g h  c o g n i t i v e  s t r u c t u r e s  
g u id e d  by th e  iden t i fy in g  an d  
judging of presupposit ions (elabo- 
ra ie ,  c r e a t e ,  n e g a te ,  c o n f i rm ,  
problematize, transform)

* wc can u nders tand  how  they have 
come to shape the way we feel and 
act and  their  consequences

* occurs mainly in psychotherapy
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a critique of iheir assumpLions and 
part icu larly  prem ises ,  an assess- 
m en l  of alternative perspectives, a 
decision to negate an old perspect- 
ive in favor of a new  one or to make 
a sy n th e s is  of o ld  a n d  new, an 
ability to take action based u p o n  a 
new perspective and  a desire to fit 
t h e  n e w  p e r s p e c t i v e  in t o  th e  
b ro ader  context of on e ’s life 
p e r s p e c t iv e  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  in- 
v o lv e s  a s e q u e n c e  of le a r n in g  
activities
as sequentia l m o m e n ts  of “m ean- 
ing  b ecom ing  clarif ied” 
this  usually  appea  rs to occur after 
the  age of thirty

a nalural fo rm  of trans lorm ative  
learning: often occu rs  in  a d u h  
life, especially d u r in g  m a jo r  life 
t r a n s i t io n s ,  w i th o u t  th e  i n t e r 
ven tion  of e ither a therapis t or an 
educa to r

S c h ö n  iden t if ies  le a rn in g  th r o u g h  th ree  k in d  o f  re f lec t ion  p ro c e s s e s 15. 
Reflec tion  is th u s  a bas ic  p ro cess  in  lea rn in g .  S c h ö n  d e f tn es  re f lec t ion  
on a c t io n  as “th in k in g  b a c k  o n  w h a t  w e  h av e  d o n e  in  o rd e r  to d is co v e r  
h o w  o u r  k n o w in g - in - a c t io n  m ay  h a v e  c o n t r ib u t e d  to a n  u n e x p e c te d  
o u tc o m e ” (1988 ,  26).  It h a s n o  d irec t  c o n n e c t io n  to  p re sen t  ac t ion  (ibid.) . 
T h e  d is t in c t ion  b e tw e e n  re f lec t ion -in -ac tion  a n d  k n o w in g - in -a c t io n  m ay  
b e  su b t le  (S ch ö n  1 9 8 8 ,  29).  Both k n o w in g - in -a c t io n  (see d e sc r ip t io n  
o n  p ag es  3 1 -3 2 )  a n d  re f le c t io n - in -ac t ion  are  p ro cesses  w h ic h  w e  can  
p e r f o rm  w i th o u t  b e in g  able  to  say w h a t  w e  a re  d o in g  (e.g. sk ilfu l im - 
p rov ise rs )  (ib id .,  31).

Learning a new  com petence: S chönian  reflection-in-action:

* K afkaesque s i tu a t ion :  a lea rne r  
seeks to learn th ings w hose  mean- 
ing a nd  import a n ceh t cannot grasp

* a lea rn e r  c a n n o t  at first u n der-  
s tand  w hat he n eeds  to learn, can 
learn it only by educa t ing  himself, 
and  can educate  h im self  only by 
b eg inn ing  to do  w hat he does not 
yet u n d e rs tan d

a pallern o f inquiry. a sequence  of 
“m o m e n ts ”
the m o m en ts  are rarely dis tinct 
its im m e d i a t e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  for 
action
rethinhing  o f  so m e  p a r t  o f  o u r  
k now ing-in -ac t ion  leads to  on-the 
spot experiment and  fur ther  th in k 
ing that affects w h a t  we do  -  in 
the s i tuation  at h a n d  and  perhaps



* know ledge,  vvhich she considers 
useful may be asked to unlearn

* essenlial “covert ih ings” can nevcr 
be explained

* e ither a learner gets them in the 
d o ing  or does no t get them at ali

* le a m e rs ’ initial learn ing  process 
bears a double  burden: they must 
learn both  to execute design per- 
formances and to recognize their 
co m pe ten t  execution

* these two learning tasks support 
each other: as the s tuden t  begins 
to perform, he also begins to re
cognize co m pe ten t  performance 
and  to regulate his search by refer- 
ence to the qualities he recognizes

* a learner m u s t  build  an image of 
it, an apprec ia tion  of w here he 
s tands  in relation to it, and a map 
of the  pa lh  by w hich  he can get 
from  w h e re  he is to w here  he 
w an ts  to be, i.e. he m us t  learn the 
“practice of the p rac t icu m ”

* learn ing  is to do cognitive work
* reflection as reconstructing exper- 

ience leads to new understandings 
o f action situations

* partia l m ean ing  can stimulate a 
reconstruction of meanings, ideas 
or feelings in th e  o th e r  person 
involved, based on his own ex- 
perience  -  a dilferent experience 
from that of the originator of Lhe 
C ommunication

also in o th e r s  w e  shall see as 
similar to it

* ref lection  in the m idst o f action 
w i th ou t  in te r ru p t in g  it

* ai least in some measure conscious, 
a l though  it n eed  n o t  occur in the 
m e d iu m  of vvords

* a critical function  of questioning 
the a s s u m p tio n a l s tru c tu re  o f 
knowing-in-action

* to res tructure  Strategies of action, 
u n d e rs ta n d in g s  of ph en o m en a ,  
or ways of fram ing prob lem s

* leads to an o th e r  cycle of reform- 
u la tion  u n t i l  t h e  b e s t  “f i t” is 
achieved betvveen ones  definiti
on of the s i tua t ion  and the per- 
cep tion  of o th e r  experts  of the 
prob lem

* “th in k ing  on yo u r  feet”; “keeping 
y our wits ab o u t  y o u ”

* a series of new  experiences
* a k ind of experimenting: to exper- 

iment is to act in o rder to see what 
follows

* o u r  th in k in g  se rves  to reshape 
w hat we are d o ing  while we are 
do ing  it

Revans defines A ction  L earn ing  “as a means o f developm enl, in tellectual,  
em o t io n a l  o r  physica l,  tha t  requires its su b jec t ,  th r o u g h  responsible in- 
volvem ent in som e  real, com p lex  and  stressful p ro b le m ,  to achieve  in- 
t e n d e d  ch an g e  sufficient to improve his observable behaviour  h e n c e fo r th  
in the  p ro b le m  field” (1 9 8 2 ,  6 2 6 -6 27 ;  my italics).  R evans’ defin i t io n  of
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l e a rn in g  u ti lises  p h a s e s  familiar in  Scientific in q u i ry :  survey, h y p o th -  
esis, e x p e r im e n t ,  v e r i f ica tion  a n d  review. He e m p h a s iz e s  the social na- 
ture o f the learning process'6.

Revansian learning:

* responsible action is, in itself, an  effeclive learn ing  process
* learn ing  consists  m ain ly  in new perceptions of w h a l  ind iv iduals  are do ing  

and  in the ir  changed interpretations of the ir  past experiences
* in the  trea tm en t of p rob lem s, the  sub jec tiv ities of those  w ho  carry out 

tha t trea tm en t are  Cardinal
* in the  trea tm en t  of a p rob lem , n o n e  can  be declared right or vvrong
* true learn ing  involves intelligence, emotion, logical exposition and successful 

application
* the logical founda tion  of Action Learn ing  is th estructural identity  of four 

in d e p e n d e n t  activities, w hich  are Scientific m e th o d ,  a rat ional decision, 
wise counsel and  learning

* the und er ly in g  s t ruc tu re  of these four activities formally as System Beta, 
w h ich  consists of five stages: (1) survey (field activity),  (2) hypothes is  
(set w orkshop),  (3) experim ent (field operation), (4) aud it  (set exchange), 
(5) review (field activity and  operation); the  na ture  and  sequence  of these 
live stages are invarian t

* (1) survey: becoming aware, data collection; awareness may com e sponta- 
neously  and rapidly, w ith  a mix of sp eed  an d  delibera t ion , or with slow 
an d  cautious c ircum spec tion

* (2) hypothes is : speculation; the sub ject  finds inlelligibility in the  material 
of w h ich  he has b ecom e aware; his m sigh t is no t  yet verified an d  may be 
illusory

* (3) experim ent:  Lest\ the  pattern , theory, hypothes is ,  su p p o s e d  relation- 
sh ip  or o rder is sub jec ted  to in d e p e n d e n t  o r im partia l test

* (4) verification: aud it; the  results achieved are com p ared  w ith  the results 
to be expected

* (5) review: Control, the  subject decides w h e th e r  the re la tionship  has been 
d isproved or no t

K no w les  classif ies le a rn in g  (o r  te a c h in g )  in to  th r e e  ca tegories :  s t ra igh t  
in d o c t r in a t io n  (in  cases  w h e re  p ro te c t io n  o f  h u m a n  life is involved) ,  
d ir ec t  d idac t ic  in s t ru c t io n  (e.g. h o w  to  o p e ra te  a m a c h in e )  a n d  self- 
d i r e c te d  le a rn in g  (w h e th e r  m o r e  c o m p le x  h u m a n  p e r lo rm a n c e s  are  in 
v o lv ed )  (K n ow les  19 8 9 ,  9 2 -9 3 ) .  S e lf -d irec ted  lea rn in g ,  w h ic h  a p p e a r s
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in  co m p le x  h u m a n  p e rfo rm an ces  and  in p ro b lem  so lv in g , is th e  m o s t 
d e v e lo p e d  o f  th em .

Knovvlesian self-d irected  learn ing17:

* a self-d irected  process: learners define the ir educational needs an d  in ter- 
ests, form ulate the learning objeclives, p ian  the learn ing  experiences and 
different m ethods of learning, organize the learn ing  p rocess th ro u g h  the 
use of lea rn ing  con trac ts  and evaluate the results

* an elusive p h en o m en o n
* a life-long, internal and  linear process
* a process o f active inquiry , the initiative resid ing in th e  learner
* learners partic ipa te  actively in the learning process
* a p rocess of need -m eeting  and goal-striving by the learners
* perfo rm ance-cen te red , life-centered, p ro b lem -cen te red  learn ing

R egard less o f th e  co m p lex ity  and  m u ltid im en s io n a lity  o f above  d e sc r ip -  
tio n s  th ey  hav e  m u ch  in co m m o n , a lth o u g h  th o se  c o m m o n  fea tu res  are 
n o t easily  d is c e rn e d . N evertheless, the  basic  a s s u m p tio n  u n d e r ly in g  
th ese  ali d e sc r ip tio n s  seem s to be tha t a d u lt e x p e rien tia l le a rn in g  is re- 
learning  (see also  C lax to n  1987). L earning invo lves m o d ific a tio n  o f  ear- 
lie r c o n s tru c tio n s : re-organization, re-construction, re-dejining, re-th ink- 
ing, re-shaping, re-interpretation  and  re-formulation. O n  th e  vvhole, e x p e 
rien tia l le a rn in g  seem s to aim  at estab lish ing  a renewed  c o n ta c t vvith 
so m e th in g  o rig ina l (see van  M anen 1990, 31; m y ita lics). B roadly sp e a k -  
ing , th e  o rig in a l o b jec ts  o f renew ed  co n tac t o r m o d if ic a tio n  seem  to  be 
knowledge a n d  self-knovvledge, experience, meaning  a n d  action. As Mezirovv 
p u ts  it, le a rn in g  is “a b o u t the  w orld , o lh e r  p e rso n s , a n d  o u rs e lv e s” 
(M ezirow  1991c, 8 9 ). H ow  does this renevving p ro ce ss  p ro ceed ?  O n  
th e  b asis  o f  above  d e sc r ip tio n s  I w ould  p ro p o se  th a t th e  b asic  q u a litie s  
th a t ch a ra c te r iz e  th is  p rocess are the follow ing: retrospective, critical, 
analytic, ra tiona l, personal and  internal (see also A rm a lin e  &r H o o v er 
1989 ; M cPeck 1992).

Ex pe r i e n t i a l  l ea r n i n g  is retrospective. . .

E x p erien tia l le a rn in g  c o n ce rn s  s itua tions th e  le a rn e r  is n o  lo n g e r  in. 
A ccord ing ly , e x p e rien tia l learn ing  is retrospective, b e c a u se  th e  e x p e r i
ence  u n d e r  m o d ific a tio n  has already been  p assed  o r  lived  th ro u g h . T he
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experience itself continues to be given to a learner itself and in person, 
while efTecting a different style that is, in the mode of “no longer” (Lyotard 
1991, 79). It is thus ‘retained’ at the heart of learner’s living present. 
This ‘retained m ode’ is necessary, since a learner m ust first master a 
body of experiences before he can work on the experience to be modi- 
fied (see Ennis 1992; Roth 1989; Vanderberg 1995; Young 1990). The 
learner has, however, receded eternally from what he has experienced 
earlier in his life. It is im portant to notice that these experiences are not 
forgotten, but they are retained in a tacit form. In a certain way the 
learner still ‘has’ the unmodified experience bu t modified in personal 
way, in order to be able to ‘com pare’ it to the past experience of which 
his m em ory presently informs him  (Lyotard 1991, 79). This past expe
rience is thus obtained by recollection, not by perception, bu t with 
help of perception i.e. a second-order experience. W ith help of this 
second-order experience a learner can recover first-order experiences, 
date them , place them, find motivations and excuses for them.

This is quite a natural way to revisit first-order experiences, since 
lived experiences can never be grasped in their immediate manilesta- 
tion but only as past presence (see e.g. Dilthey 1985, 223; van Manen 
1990, 36). W hether these first-order experiences are in conceptuaiized 
form or not, the adult has accepted them existentially by dwelling in 
them  (see Polanyi 1964a, x, xi). From this point oi view, it could be 
argued that a second-order experience helps a learner to switch focal 
attention to particulars of which he had previously been aware, but 
only in a subsidiary role (see Polanyi 1964a, 56). W hile focal awareness 
is necessarily conscious, subsidiary awareness may vary over ali de- 
grees of consciousness (Polanyi 1964a, 92), including tacit experiences. 
Accordingly, retrospective consideration could take place betw eena taciL 
to ta li ty  o f  e a r lie r  e x p e r ie n c e s  and so m e  c o m e -to -c o n sc io u sn e ss  p a r i  o f  it. 
Mezirow’s theorization of memory illuminates in part the possible prob- 
lems in this situation. He delines memory as an active process of recog- 
nizing again and reinterpreting a previously learned experience in a 
new context. He argues that “rem em benng depends upon how well the 
original experience was integrated into past learning and how Irequently 
the memory has been called upon. W hen an experience appears in- 
compatibie with the way meaning is structured or provokes anxiety, 
integration is less likely and recall probably will be distorted. Remem- 
bering appears to involve recognizing an object or event that previ
ously had meaning and either strengthened or transformed an existing 
m eaning  perspective or a specific m eaning schem e or schem es.”

76



(Mezirovv 1991c, 6). Furthermore he States that “we forget, ... , when 
the event is no longer recognizable, its context is changed or our habits 
of expectation have been transformed” (ibid., 7).

The basic assumption is ihat an adult learner lurns backwards, and 
thus that first-order experiences vvill come under scrutiny. As a con- 
sequence, the t e m p o r a l  d im e n s io n  is essential here -  experiential learn- 
ing occurs first and foremosl temporally. Through temporal distance a 
learner acquires psychic distance to his first-order experience. This psy- 
chic distance betvveen the first-order experiences and a second-order 
experience is necessary, since putting experience at a distance enables 
to be made sense of them (Ricoeur 1991, 156-162). Unless taking a 
distance happens a learner ‘reproduces basic problem s’ included in first- 
order experiences (cf. Ricouer 1991, 198). Learning in itself takes time 
(see e.g. Jarvis 1987; Merriam & Heuer 1996; Nolan 1989; Wilson &r 
Burket 1989; see also Heiskanen 1990), bu t the first dem and concern- 
ing time is that m entioned above. The time needed after the reflechve 
m om ent is yet another question, which vvill be treated later. A renevved 
contact vvith tacit and familiar first-order experiences thus presupposes 
exceeding ‘biases’ or ‘basic problems’ (see e.g. Jun tunen  & M ehtonen 
1982, 117; Krohn 1981, 122). How does the process of exceeding pro- 
ceed? A standard ansvver to this question seems to be: through reflec- 
tion. It is vvorth noticing that reflection is also a ‘g o n e  o v e r '  perspective, 
a la te r  perspective (Palmquist 1987; see also Franzosa 1992; Punamäki 
1993; see also Mezirovv 1998a). But, the other im portant condition for 
reflection to occur is being cntical over ‘biases’ or ‘basic problem s’ i.e. 
first-order experiences.

E x p e r i e n t i a l  l e a r n i n g  is c r i l i c a l . . .

Another quality of experiential learning is thus that it is cril ical. Being 
critical can be understood as a kind of negative consideration, vvhich 
puts forvvard nothing positive, but, in its ovvn negativity, destroys the 
presum ptions of the positive (Roberts 1992, 240). Critical considera
tion is nonetheless imperative in ali areas of hum an life, including learn
ing (Zecha 1995). Human beings are alvvays being asked to search for 
conlradictions, errors and mistakes in order to correct their concep- 
tions and improve their knovvledge. According to Popper, this kind of 
critical attitude is not only a rule of vvisdom, bu t it is a moral duty in 
continuing self-criticism and im provingjudgm ents and theories (Zecha
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1995). In short, crilical consideration recognises mislakes, contradic- 
tions and hidden presuppositions. Schöns and Mezirow’s18 claims are 
compalible w ith  this defin ition  of criticalness. Scbön (1988, 28) men- 
tions “a crilical function of questioning the assumptional structure of 
know ing-in-action” and Mezirow (1991c) argues in  favour of critique 
o f “ their (adults’) assumptions and particularly premises” (p. 105) and 
critique of “the reasons why we have done in  a certain way” (p. 106). 
Furthermore, “ through reflection he (the adult) can surface and criti- 
cize tacit understanding and can move” (Schön 1983, 61-62).

As noticed earlier (see pages 60-61), one quality of first-order expe- 
riences is inadequacy or incompleteness. I f  familiar first-order experi- 
ences, a necessary hasis for experiential learning, are treated in this way 
as deficiencies, they can be remedied through critical consideration. 
The problem vvith these “ lived” experiences is that an adult has experi- 
enced and therefore also knows ‘too m uch’: this pre-understanding pre- 
disposes the subject to see the nature o f the phenomenon under critical 
consideration as rig id ly as before (cf. van Manen 1990, 46-47). On the 
other hand, identifying madequacies that are shaped by one’s own his- 
Lory and experience is not an easy task19. ‘Meeting’ a second-order ex- 
pericnce can easily be explained as insignificant (w ithout importance), 
and therefore personally irrelevant. On the other hand, to be critical a 
learner must to some extent possess the phenomenon under considera
tion. The learner simply shifts the focus from dvvelling in  it to critical 
consideration of it. Having a phenomenon under consideration is thus 
a necessary criterion o f being able to be critical. Critical consideration, 
hovvever, reveals something o f the lim its  and defects of learners under
standing.

It is important to notice that criticalness and retrospectivity logether 
constitute reflection20, which, according to Kantian defin ition, is the 
act of ‘going back over dilTerent representations’ or ‘that state o f m ind 
in vvhich we set ourselves to discover the subjeclive conditions under 
which we obtain conceptions’ (Kant 1996, 168). Kantian reflection (i.e. 
Iranscendenlal reflection) thus distinguishes from the introspective re- 
flection (a Lockean variety) to vvhich Revans refers by arguing that re
flection is a source of ideas vvhich “every man has vvholly in himselP’, 
and it might be called “ inlernal sense” (1982, 783). In Kants vievv, reflect- 
ive judgm ent is merely an interpretative technique vvhich a human be
ing employs in order to bring organic entities and systematic unilies 
vvilhin his povvers of comprehension. A lthough reflection has its origin  
in the understanding, it is directed lovvards something ‘subjective’. Kant
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explains that our inadequate grasp of ‘objectivity’ results from the re- 
stricted capacily of our brains (i.e. our restricted use of categories; my 
add ition) (see also Hamlyn 1978, 51-53). And that contingency, 
unform edness, is what Kant meant by ‘subjective’. This dichotom y be- 
tween our conceptually construcled, already elaborated world (‘objec
tivity’) and the contingency from which concepts extract it (‘subjectiv- 
ity’) underlies Kants definition of reflection. In this sense, to reflect is to 
describe what is not (and to that degree it is metaphysical), and reflec
tion carries only a subjective  validity. (Palmquist 1987; Roberts 1992, 5- 
9.)

Being critical is a useful way of underlining the inadequacies of first- 
order experiences. This retrospective critique only reveals the limits of 
the learners understanding, but nothing beyond those limits. Does criti
cal consideration then enable the learner to acquire a more developed 
conception of the inadequacies under scrutiny? The purpose of critical 
consideration is to point out those inadequacies, but not to change 
anything. Yet criticism will be fruitful only if we state our problem as 
clearly as we can and put our solution in a su ffic ien tly  dejin ite  fo r m  -  a 
form in which it can be again critically discussed (Popper 1987, 16; my 
italics). In order to put a solution of inadequacies ‘in a sufficiently defi- 
nite form’, the learner needs to be critical in relation to something. The 
subjectivity of reflection is not enough, but makes it possible to ‘m ove’ 
as Schön expresses it (see page 78). How are inadequacies best criti- 
cized rather than defended against doubt?

E xper ien tia l  learn ing  is analylic...

O ne possibility ‘to impose order’ on inadequacies is analytic con
sideration, as mentioned by Kolb. Under these circumstances analytic 
consideration seems necessary, since critical consideration alone is in 
itself unable to describe how earlier modifications i.e. mistakes and in
adequacies should be changed. It only tells us that there is a reason for 
change and modification. Being analytic could, for example, take the 
form of explication, which builds on bracketing. In fact, explication of 
a phenom enon, seeing the essence and bracketing out reduction are 
one and the same thing (see Juntunen 1986, 72). At first the learner 
suspends his conceptions and inadequacies and tries to see things as 
openly and freshly as possible -  to see thcm as they really are (Dilthey 
1985, 325). As Kolb defines an analytical attitude, “experiences can be
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treated as single and in  iso la tion ” (K o lb  1984, 150). By being analytic 
the subject attempts to change the im p lic it  o r non-conceptua l in to  a 
more conceptual o r e xp lic it form  (see e.g. Vandenberg 1995). The cri- 
te rion  o f w hat are essential and non-essential o r secondary qualities 
“dictates” w hat m ust be Laken account and w hat w ill be pu t in  brackets 
(Juntunen 1986, 77; Juntunen  &  M ehtonen 1982, 111). As a result, a 
good descrip tion shows the nature o f the phenom enon under consid- 
eration such that the structure  o f lived  experience is show n to a learner 
in  a way that helps h im  to see the nature and significance o f i t  in a way 
not seen bejore (H iggs 1995; m y ita lics). It  may also invo lve  the connect- 
ing and lin k in g  o f pieces o f know ledge that earlier seemed d is tinc t, and 
occasionally the reverse (H am lyn  1970, 10-11).

I f  original, inadequate experiences are ‘destroyed’ through retrospective 
critique (i.e. reflection), this analytical phase constructs a pure experi
ence, w hich is free from  ali presuppositions. A lthough  iden tify ing  es- 
sences and disclosing non-essential qualities is a dem anding process, we 
should not, however, make the mistake o f m ystify ing  the concept es- 
sence (Higgs 1995). ‘Essence’ could be understood as a lingu is tic  de- 
scrip tion, w h ich  tries to capture the phenom enon creatively (ib id .). Yet 
the role o i im agination remains underrated in the theorizations presently 
under study (see also Nelson 1994). Mezirow, for example, argues that 
“discernment is a complemenl to critica l reflection. It involves enhancing 
presentational awareness and cla rify ing  the influences o f the pre linguistic 
on the way one feels, understands and acts” (1991c, 193; m y italics). In 
this de fin ition  im agination has a more m ino r role than in  analytic exp li- 
cation. Thus, the key o f the m ethod o f ‘eidetic descrip tion ’ is im agina
tion. As learners we ‘im aginatively vary’ the experience from  w h ich  we 
start, via our own, so that the descriptions o f the variations w il l  no longer 
be descriptions o f our ow n experience. The descriptions o f these ‘im agi
natively varied’ experiences w ill p ick ou t not on ly  features w h ich  ali ac- 
tual experience in fact has, bu t they w ill also p ick ou t features w h ich  ali 
imaginable experience has. But features o f ali im aginable experiences are 
precisely the essential features o f experience. (H am lyn 1963, 173-174; 
H am m ond, H owarth &r Keat 1991, 75-76.) S tudying essences makes it 
possible to characterize a phenom enon, to ask w hat the very nature o f a 
phenomenon is, i.e. what is it that makes a som ething w hat it is -  and 
w ithou t it could not be what it is (see e.g. Husserl 1982; Juntunen &r 
Mehtonen 1982, 110-111). A li this is no t merely correction o f in terpreta- 
tions (see M ezirow 1991c, 167), bu t a re-conceptualization of first-order 
experiences (cf. Iran-Nejad 1990).
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F u r th e rm o re ,  to explicate  is to a t t e m p t  the  im p oss ib le :  to c o n s t ru c t  a 
full in te rp re ta t ive  descr ip tion  of som e a s p e c t  o f  th e  li fe-w orld , a n d  yet 
be  aw are  th a t  lived life is always m o re  c o m p le x  th a n  any  ex p lica t ion  
can  reveal. P henom en o log ica l  red u c t io n  te a c h e s  u s  th a t  r e d u c t io n  can 
n o t  b e  co m p le te  a n d  th a t  full o r final d e s c r ip t i o n s  are un a t ta in ab le .  
(H am ly n  1963, 1 82-184 ; van M anen  1 9 9 0 ,  18.) D u r in g  th is  analy t ic  
p hase  an  a d u l t  beg ins  to realise no t  on ly  t h a t  h e  is lo o k in g  at th e  w o r ld  
in a n  in a d e q u a te  way, b u t  what kind o f  i n a d e q u a c ie s  th ey  are. In th is  
co n n e c t io n  it is im p o r ta n t  to notice  t h a t  the  Central idea  u n d e r ly in g  
p h e n o m e n o lo g y  is th a t  the  w orld  is in  th e  eye o f  th e  b e h o ld e r  (see 
Higgs 1995).  A lea rn e r  is no t be ing  a s k e d  to  d e n y  h is  p rev io u s  in 
ad equ ac ies ,  b u t  to s u s p e n d  th em  tem porar ily . As a w ho le ,  th e  analy t ic  
p h a se  is exp lica tion  as rational r e c o n s t ru c t io n  vvithout e m o t io n s  an d  
the  n a tu ra l  a t t i tu d e s  a s su m p tio n s  a b o u t  ex is ten ce ,  b u t ,  in  the  sp i r i t  of 
ph en o m en o lo g y ,  h u m a n  be ings  are free to  c o n s t i tu te  th e i r  o w n  w o r ld  
o f  m e an ing .

E xperien tia l learn ing  is rational...

F u r th e rm o re ,  le a rn in g  is d escr ibed  as a rational a n d  there fo re  relatively 
unproblematic  process.  Again, it sh o u ld  be  a sk e d ,  w h a t  is b e in g  ra t ional?  
Being ra t iona l co u ld  be  defined  as an  a t t i t u d e  o f  re ad in e ss  to  l is ten  to 
critical a rg u m e n ts  a n d  to learn from e x p e r i e n c e ’ (P o p p e r  196 2 ,  225) .  
Accordingly, the ad u l t  lea rne r  sh o u ld  b e  ra t io na l  in  o rd e r  to  b enefi t  
f rom  tho se  critical a n d  analytic co n s id e ra t io n s .  Hovvever, the decision to 
he rational is based on value-judgments.  Accordingly, b e in g  ra t ional is ‘faith 
in r e a s o n ’ (ibid.,  231) .  It may be asked ,  hovvever, w h y  tru s t  s h o u ld  be 
p laced  o n  fallible re aso n  alone (Zecha 1 995 ;  see a lso Siegel 1992).  In 
fact, ali these  five theore t ic ians  seem to  s h a re  an  overre l iance  o n  ad u l t  
ra t iona l i ty  a n d  they  m ak e  little ro o m  for o th e r  a sp ec ts  o f  lea rn ing ,  e.g. 
im ag ina t io n  a n d  em otions .  This is contrad ic tory , since experien tia l  l e a rn 
ing  in part icu la r  a t tem p ts  to be sensitive to the  in n e r  w o r ld  o f  th e  lea rn e r  
(see e.g. Barnett 1996; Boud, C ohen  Nr W a lk e r  1993; N e lso n  1994).  
F o r  th is  reason  a lone  the  force of the ir  a rg u m e n ts  c o n c e rn in g  ra t io n a l
ity a n d  crilicality are somevvhat d im in i sh e d ,  b ec a u se  they  u n d e r r a te  
the  n o n - r a t io n a l  e lem e n ts  oi experientia l lea rn ing .

Hovvever, th is ra tional m o vem en t takes p lace in a living, feeling ad u lt ,  
w h o  d oes  n o t  rely exclusively on this k ind  o f  sys tem atic ,  rational th in k in g  
(see C ra in  1992, 3 2 8 -3 2 9 ) .  At least so m e  o f  n o n -ra t io n a l i t ie s  th a t  are
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presen i o r arise in the situa tion  itself can  be exp lained  th rough  the 
characteristics oi first-order experiences (see pages 59-61). A dults do 
no t learn  sim ply th rough  the ir intellect, b u t th ro u g h  the ir w hole being, 
inc lud ing  feelings and  volitions. An ad u lt learner may have faith in his 
em otions and  passions (Zecha 1995). For exam ple, d u e  to the tacit 
character of first-order experiences ‘u n d e rd e te rm in a tio n ’ is possible: 
w hat an adu lt ‘k now s’ is u n d erd e te rm in ed  by h is capacity  to under- 
stand  it conceptually. This m akes the analytic phase of learn ing , in par- 
ticular, difficult. O n the o th er han d , the learner m ay rigidly adhere to 
certain  specific experiences tha t em phasize only one aspect of the phe- 
no m en o n  w hile ignoring  o thers. Yel it can also be difficult for adu lt 
learners to  see their lives in  term s of w hat they have learnL earlier (see 
Sm ith &r M cCorm ick 1992). Accordingly, we “tend  to accep t and  inte- 
grate experiences that com fortably  fit o u r  fram e of reference and  to 
d iscoun t those that do  n o t” (Mezirovv 1991c, 32).

As a consequence, it could  be claim ed th a t rationality  is a necessary 
b u t no t sufficient cond ition  for h u m a n  life in general, in c lu d in g  experi- 
ential learning. Relying on rationality  is a ra ther one-sided  view. Learn
ing is n o t a rational and  progressive forvvard m ovem ent, a conven ien t 
step -by-step  process (see e.g. Daloz 1 9 8 7 ,9 3 ; H am lyn 1978, 129; Pop
per 1977a), b u t it also inc ludes n o n -ra tiona l elem ents. H ow  then  does 
an adu lt learner overcom e those  non -ra tiona lities tem porally  and  be- 
com e com m itted  to m odifying first-o rder experiences? 1 propose tha t 
the answ er is to be found  on the  learner’s ability to give u p  a satisfying 
rou tine  an d  to accept new  aspects of experience that have earlier been  
den ied  or sh ied  away from. This ability refers back  to a basic h u m an  
characteristic, nam ely receptivily  (see page 66). Also the theories u n d e r 
study  refer to m any k inds of abilities, w h ich  are ‘u sefu l’ in learning. 
Kolb (1984 , 30) has specified the abilities w hich  are needed  in learn ing  
as follows: concrete experience abilities (to involve h im self fully, openly 
and  w ith o u t bias in new  experiences), reflective observa tion  abilities 
(to reflect on and  observe h is experiences from m any perspectives), 
abstract concep tualization  abilities (to create concep ts th a t in tegrate his 
observations into logically so u n d  theories) and  active experim en tation  
abilities (to use these theories to m ake decisions and  solve problem s). 
M ezirow (1991c, 11) m en tions the ex tension  of ou r ability to m ake 
explicit, schem atize (to m ake an association  w ith in  a frame of refer
ence), app rop ria te  (to accept an in te rp re ta tio n  as ou r ow n), rem em ber 
(to call u p o n  an  earlier in te rp re ta tion ), validate (to establish the tru th , 
ju stifica tion , app rop ria teness o r au then tic ity  of w hat is asserled) and
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act upon (to decide, change an attitude tovvard, modify a perspective on 
or perform) some aspect of our engagement with the environment, other 
persons or ourselves. A Schönian learrier, in tum , needs, for example, 
some cognitive capacities and vvillingness to imitate. Furthermore, Awe 
learn new ways of usingkinds of competences we already possess” (Schön 
1988, 32). Knowles argues that as “individuals mature, their need  and 
c a p a c ity  to be self-directing, to utilize their experience in learning, to 
identify their own readiness to learn, and to organize their learning around 
life problems, increases steadily from infancy to pre-adolescence and then 
increases rapidly during adolescence” (1990, 55). Ali these descriptions 
concern expansion of personal abilities, which are useful for learners, “if 
they are to be effective” (Kolb 1984, 30). Although, for example, Kolbs 
specification follows very mechanically from the learning cycle, lt may be 
helpful in explaining overcoming non-rationality. Ali these abilities “pre- 
pare m inds” especially for the critical and analytic consideration in learn
ing process (cf. Tremmel 1993; see also Merriam &  Clark 1993). In short, 
they are abilities to experience.

To sum up, in addition to the temporal dim ension (including retro- 
spectivity) critical, analytic and rational qualities could be seen together 
as constituting the ep is tem o lo g ica l d im e n s io n  of experiential learning. On 
the whole, these three qualities are concerned with separating essential 
qualities from secondary, accidental ones. lt is not observation of the 
intellect by the intellect, but observation of the life-world by the intel- 
lect. The essence of the epistemological dim ension can be considered 
as focusing on the explicit and universal instead of the implicit and 
particular (see also van Manen 1990, 19). But after this ‘unnatural’ phase 
it is again time to turn to the ‘natural’ or real.

E xper ien tia l  learn ing  is personal...

Finally, experiential learning is also a p e rso n a l process. W hat gives ex
periential learning this personal Coloradon? My answer is, in short, 
m eaning-taking. 1 would like to propose that this personal part of the 
experiential learning process follows the ‘abstract’ or ‘unnatural’ phases 
of critical, analytic and rational consideration. W hat is then meant by 
‘m eaning’? In this connection meaning-taking could be defined as catch- 
ing the right sense  of the experience21 and answering the questions ‘W hat 
is it?’ and ‘W hat is its meaning?’. This kind of hermeneutical spirit of 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  w hich focuses on u n d e rs tan d in g  of sense (Sinn-
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V erstehen) will exclude psychological understand ing . Accordingly, un
derstanding of the meaning is the idea of understanding. (D anner 1995.) 
O ne aspect of the herm eneu tica l sp irit o f u n d ers ta n d in g  is th a t it is 
u n d ers ta n d in g  on the hasis o f something. How is the search m ade for the 
g rounds of new  m eaning? H ow  is a m ean ing  corrected  th ro u g h  leam - 
ing? In my view, answ ering  these tw o q uestions necessarily  involves 
referring to the abs trac t’ phases of the process. The learner clarifies his 
ow n p resen t m eanings w ith  help  of critical an d  analytic considerations. 
O therw ise the  adu lt m ay avoid confron ting  deeper ideas by assum m g 
th a t each p articu la r in ad eq u acy  o r co n tra d ic tio n  can be d ea lt w ith 
th rough  sam e suitable m odification  w ith o u t seriously d is tu rb in g  the 
underly ing  in frastructu re  of first-o rder experience (see Bohm &  Peat 
1989, 22-23). A M ezirow ian learner is of especial in terest here. He is 
first and  forem ost a m ean in g -maker  (see also M erriam  &  H euer 1996), 
b u t the role of analytic consideration  in m ean ing-m ak ing  has n o t been  
fully acknow ledged. M ezirow States only tha t in  transform ative learn- 
ing a learner investigates beliefs th a t are im p o rtan t to h im  and  m odifies 
these beliefs appropria te ly  in  the  ligh t of new  in fo rm ation  (see e.g. 
M ezirow 1991c, 5), b u t does n o t explain  m ore closely the role of this 
new  inform ation.

O ne source of this lack of clarity is the  b lu rrin g  of the d istinction  
betw een tru th  and  m eaning, and  it has had  serious consequences for an 
explanation  of w hat experien tial learn ing  is about. However, by  draw - 
ing on K ants d istinction  betw een  reason and  in te llect22 we may be able 
to clarify th is conceptual opacity. Reason and  intellect are, in fact, dis- 
tinct, a lthough  n o t separate , since the opera tions of reason and  intellect 
have different objects, purposes and overall modes (A rendt 1978a, 62). 
The function  of the in tellect is know ing  and  it is d irected  tow ard  the 
discovery of tru th , w hich, in tu rn , is co n cern ed  w ith the app rehension  
of sensory  appearances. The ou tcom e of the search for tru th  is a pro- 
gressively refined know ledge of the w orld. The function  of reason is 
th in k in g  and  it is directed  tow ard  the  discovery of m eaning, w hich  is, 
in tu rn , concerned  w ith  the co m p reh en sio n  of the World w ith respect 
to u ltim ate and  p enu ltim ate  questions. The outcom e of th in k in g  is an 
in te rp re ta tion  w hich may or m ay no t be w orthy  of belief. F urtherm ore , 
in te rp re ta tions can never be p roven  absolutely, because questions of 
m eaning are never answ ered vvith com pellingcertainty. Certam ty is found 
only in the realm  of intellect, b u t no t in the realm  of reason. Reasoning 
is conducive to in te rp re ta tio n s tha t are cred ib le in varying degrees. 
(A rendt 1978a, 53-65; see also M cKenzie 1987.)
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As a consequence, meaning questions cannol be “solved” through 
critical and analytic consideration (see also van Manen 1991, 23). Critical 
and analytic consideration seeks truth, vvhich is the object of judg- 
ment, and personal consideration defines the meaning or value of the 
tru th  found. It is necessarily a fact that one cannot have the one with- 
out the other. As Arendt (1978a) points out, “the quest for meaning 
stim ulates the thirst for knovvledge” (p. 62). Truthful knovvledge of 
observable World is used in s t r u m e n ta l l y  when reason is used to assess 
the alternative interpretations developed. Finally, the belief that an in- 
terpretation is true as well as meaningful is a highly personal matter. 
The meanings individuals attribute to the same event or phenom enon 
may be dramatically different (Merriam &r Heuer 1996), since meaning 
is multi-dim ensional and multi-layered, and meaning-taking happens 
in direct connection to lived experience, i.e. first-order experiences. 
On this basis, rational consideration could, in fact, be defined in a new 
way: adult experiential learning is ra t ional  in t e r m s  o f  p e r so n a l  re levance .  
Personal relevance, in turn, is determined on the basis of the totality of 
first-order experiences.

E x p e r ie n t ia l  l e a r n in g  ‘b y  d o in g ’ . . .

The experiential learning process is not only an in le rn a l  act, but in- 
cludes do in g  something. Ali five theorists emphasize action as a neces- 
sary part of the learning process (see pages 111 -113). As Mezirow points 
out, action ‘closes’ the learning process (see e.g. Mezirow 1991c, 209). 
This topic will be addressed in delail later, in chapter 5, since themes 
under this topic have more of a social than individual character. Schön, 
for example, locates reflection-in-action within the social dimension, 
and this gives a distinct coloration to his use of the term.

A  t e m p o r a r y  d e f in i t io n  o f ‘adu lt  e x p e r ie n t ia l  l e a r n in g ’

At the moment 1 would define adult experiential learning, broadly speak- 
ing, as a  process o f  r e -c on s truc l io n  p e r fo rm e d  b y  a n  in d iv id u a l  lea rncr .  First- 
order experiences are modified with help of a second-order experience. 
A second-order experience ‘meets’ the adults totality of first-order ex
periences and this encounter starts up a process of retrospective cri- 
tique, and analytic and personally rational consideration. Ali these ele-
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m ents are necessary for a full defin ition  of ad u lt experien tial learm ng. 
Othervvise re-construc tion  is n o t possib le. I w ou ld  especially like to 
em phasize the role of analytic consideration  th rough  w hich  the d istinc- 
tions betw een prim ary  and  secondary  qualities of first-order experi- 
ences are m ade un d er re-construc tion . T his tru th fu l p art o f the  process 
is a necessary basis for personally  rational consideration . As n o ted  ear- 
lier, a concep tion  or an experience involves b o th  a tru th fu l co m p o n en t 
and a m eaningful com ponen t. As a resu lt of re -construc tion , the con- 
ten t of the adu lts  first-o rder experience is necessarily  e ither extended  or 
deepened, and  therefore inadequacies are rem edied.

More precisely, experiential learn ing  is experien tial at least in three 
senses. At first, experiential refers to be ing  in  touch  w ith  first-o rder ex- 
periences th rough  m em ory  and  w ith  help  of a seco n d -o rd e r experi
ence. The lived experience origins of learn ing  are thus acknovvledged, 
and  it could  be said tha t experien tial learn ing  is g ro u n d ed  in first-o rder 
experiences. Accordingly, first-order experiences cou ld  also be term ed 
m em ory experiences (cf. H am lyn 1970, 196). Secondly, experiential 
refers to being in touch  w ith  the  second -o rder experience. The role of a 
second-order experience is crucial in the learning process. Namely, ‘m eet- 
ing’ a second-order experience generates a n eed  for b e tte r  u n d ers tan d - 
ing: this su d d en  experience tells to the ad u lt th a t h is elem entary  under- 
s tand ing  is no  longer sufficient, and  th a t therefore he w ants to under- 
stand  better (see also D anner 1995). T his ‘m eeting ’ is often  so povverful 
that it may even generate povverful feelings in adults. At th is  significant, 
reflective m om en t an ad u lt ‘experiences h is earlier experience’ again 
(see also Sm ith 1987). W hat is then  the right kind of second-order experi
ence for each individual subject? Perhaps one of the greatest of ali falla- 
cies concern ing  adu lt experien tial learn ing  is the no tion  th a t a percep- 
Lual experience is a necessary  cond ition  for experiential learning. In 
fact, a second-order experience can have varied  qualities, one of w hich 
can be, for exam ple, a percep tua l experience. A seco n d -o rd er experi
ence can happen  ‘in side’ a learner w ith o u t any external percep tion . And 
finally, experiential also relers to do ing  som eth ing  (see ch a p te r 5).

In w hat way is the experiential learn ing  process a transfo rm ation  
process? Transform ation is a basic concep t in Kolbs and Mezirovvs defin- 
itions. Kolb (1984), lor exam ple, argues tha t a transfo rm ation  h ap p en s  
betvveen experience and  know ledge (see page 68). Mezirovv, in tu rn , 
argues that there are tw o k inds of transfo rm ation : the transfo rm ation  of 
m ean in g sch em es and  the tran slo rm atio n  of m eaning  perspectives. The 
latter involves, in fact, ten different phases (M ezirow  1975). However,
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Mezirovvs a rg u m e n ts  a b o u t  the t r an sfo rm at ion  itself a re  n o t  very  clear. 
A c o m m o n  way to define  t ransfo rm at io n  in the  p re se n t  c o n tex t  is to say 
th a t  it is a qualitalive change in the way an a d u l t  sees  the  w o r ld  (see e.g. 
f i o b s o n  &  W e lb o u rn e  1998). But what th e n  is th a t  qua li ta t ive  ch ange?  
H o w  is it to be  k n o w n  th a t  a t ran sfo rm at io n  h as  ta k e n  place? I p ro p o s e  
tha t  transformation could be explained in terms o f  Kantian categories. At 
first, how ever,  I w o u ld  like to m ake  a basic  d is t in c t io n  betvveen ex te n d -  
in g  a n d  deepen in g :  extending  h ap pen s  wilhin  ca tegories ,  vvhereas deep- 
ening  h a p p e n s  between  categories. But a ltogether ,  it is alvvays a m a t te r  of 
c h a n g es  in the  structures  o f  first-order ex perience .  My p ro p o sa l  is th a t  
t r a n s fo rm a t io n  c o u ld  be  defined as c l im b in g  u p  th e  ‘la d d e r s ’ o f  the  
K an tian  categories .  T ransform ation  is th u s  d e p e n d e n t  o n  categories: 
d e e p e n in g  d e m a n d s  u s in g  categories w h ich  have  n e v e r  befo re  b e e n  in 
use. T herefo re ,  it is u n d e rs tan d a b le  tha t  s ta r t in g  to  use  n e w  categories  
s ee m s  to  requ ire  v io la ting  logic in relation to f i rs t -o rder  experiences .  In 
sh o r t ,  transformation is a boundary move betxveen categories.

W h a t  is th e n  the  role o f reflection in th is  re -c o n s t ru c t io n  process?  Is 
ref lec t ion  ‘the  r igh t exercise  of reason’ (see M ich e lson  1996)? A l th o u g h  
a c o m m o n  a rg u m e n t  a m o n g  theorists  is th a t  ref lec t ion  is a p ro p e r  p ro -  
c e d u re  for t r a n s fo rm a t io n ,  1 am  at the m o m e n t  s o m e w h a t  d o u b t fu l  
w h e th e r  ref lection  is sufficient to cause tran s fo rm a t io n .  Has, for ex am -  
p le, S ch ön ian  or M ezirow ian  reflection e n o u g h  p o w e r  to ch ang e  a learn-  
e r ’s inadequ ac ies?  In m y  o p in io n  bo th  of th e m  d o  n o t  necessar ily  in- 
volve e n o u g h  analy t ic  considera t ion . f!owever, to d is co v e r  w h a t  is re- 
ally essentia l a n d  to act u p o n  that  d iscovery is an  ex ceed ing ly  difficult 
task  (see also Dewey 1951 ,  20). As a c o n se q u e n c e  o f  these  re m a rk s ,  the  
re lativ ist ic  perspec t iv es  often ad op ted  in c o n n e c t io n  w i th  the  in d iv idu a l  
o r  pe rso n a l  n a tu re  of experientia l learn ing  n e e d  to be  re co n s id e re d .  
T h is  defin i t io n  p re s u p p o s e s  a certain k in d  o f  ep is tem o lo g ica l  ab so lu t-  
i sm  w ith  re spec t  to the  jus tif ication  oi ‘n ew  e sse n c e s ’, a radically  n o n -  
e p is te m ic  c o n c e p t io n  o f  t ru th ,  and  em b race  of fallibilism (see Siegel 
1992).  It also h o ld s  th a t  th e  goodness of reasons  a n d  the  justi f iab i l i ty  of 
p a r t ic u la r  beliels  is ab so lu te  in that it does  n o t  c h a n g e  across  p e rson s ,  
t im e s  a n d  cu l tu re s  ( ibid.).  A ccordingly , experien tia l  l e a rn in g  is less o f  a 
private  m o n o lo g u e ,  as defined  earlier (see e.g. R oberts  1992 ,  2 8 6 -2 8 9 ;  
S au g s tad  1992).

At th e  m o m e n t  on e  fu ndam en ta l  issue before  u s  is the  c o n c e p tu a l  
q u e s t io n  of the ro o t  d is t inc t ion  betw een  ‘k n o w le d g e ’ an d  ‘e x p e r ie n c e ’. 
W h a t  are  the  basic  d is t in c t io ns  betvveen ihese  tw o  n o tio n s?  Is e x p e r i 
e n ce  c o u n te r p o s e d  to know ledge?  O n the basis  o f  K olbs defin i t ion  of
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transform ation  one m igh t conclude that know ledge is m ore refined  ihan 
experience, since it is th rough  transfo rm ation  of experience th a t know l- 
edge arises, w hich is w orth  of learning process. Knowledge is thus rooted 
in experience (see also M ichelson 1996). But could  it be vice versa? 
C ould  it be possible tha t know ledge is transfo rm ed  into experience? 
The rela tionsh ip  betw een  life experience and  know ledge is especially 
in trigu ing  and  com plex, since personal know ledge (see page 34) has at 
least three of the characteristics co n cern in g  first-o rder experiences (see 
pages 59-61). At the m om ent 1 w ould  like com bine those tw o ‘quali- 
ties’, and  use the term  ‘experiential k n o w in g ’. This term  w ould  include 
b o th  the subjective an d  the universal aspects of betng-in -the-w orld . 
F urtherm ore , it cou ld  even clarify the problem  of the ohjeet of re-con- 
struction . Is it know ledge, m eaning, experience or action? ‘Experiential 
k n ow ing ’ w ould  inc lude at least know ledge an d  m eaning.

In add ition  to explicating  the above d istinc tion  further, an o th er fun- 
dam ental issue before us is w hether first-o rder experiences are defined 
as p recom prehension  or m isunderstand ing  or m isinform ation  (see also 
Krohn 1981, 130-132). As a m atter of fact, an a d u lts  first-order experi
ence arises in  the socio-cu ltural con tex t of everyday ord inary  life (see 
Bohm &r Peat 1989, 269). W hether th is necessary ‘data base’ for expe
riential learn ing  is defined  as m isu n d erstan d in g  o r p recom prehension , 
determ m es the  w hole n a tu re  of adu lt experien tial learning. If the total- 
ity of first-order experiences is seen as precomprehension, the na tu re  of 
experiential learn ing  is hermeneutical (see also McKenzie 1987). If, in 
tu rn , the nature of experiential learn ing  is defined as phenom enological, 
those first-order experiences w ould  be defined  in the sam e way. But if 
first-order experiences are delined as m isin fo rm ation , then  the natu re  
of experiential learn ing  is a critique of false consciousness (see Ricoeur 
1991, 298-301). The M ezirowian prem ise reflection m ostly resem bles 
th is type of c ritiq u e23.

Finally, adu lt experiential learning seem s to be an endless spiral, since 
no single re -co n stru c tio n  of first-order experiences will ever exhaust 
the possibility  of yet ano ther com plem entary , or a m ore extensive or 
deeper descrip tion  (see e.g. Ju n tu n e n  &  M ehtonen 1982, 116; see also 
Roth 1989). The learn ing  spiral occurs betw een  the personal (o r con- 
crete, or particu lar) an d  universal (or abstract, o r general): th u s, first, 
the very personal first-person perspective, then  m any ‘u n n a tu ra l’ per- 
spectives, w h ich  cou ld  be described, lor exam ple, as th ird -person  per- 
spectives and , finally, back  to the first-person  perspective -  b u t th is 
la tter first-person perspective is qualitatively different from the first one
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b ec au se  of the  b o u n d a ry  move.

The consequences of the
individual experience -modifying process

O n e  o f  the  o p t im is t ie  basic  teachings o f  these  exp er ien t ia l  theo r is ts  is 
th a t  le a rn in g  co n tr ib u te s  positively to the  ind iv id u a l  l e a rn e r ’s overall 
d e v e lo p m e n t24. W h a t  is th e  direction of th is  d ev e lo p m e n t  (Tennatt 1993; 
see also Pekarsky  1990)? The desc r ip t io ns  of ‘th e  e n d  p r o d u c t ’ are the  
following.

F or Kolb the  h ig h es t  goal is a fully intergrated personalily  w i th  an  
in teg ra t ive  co n sc io u sn ess  in its s t ructure .

Integrity:

* a sophisticated, in teg ra tedprocess 
of learning, ofknovving

* in te l lec tua l ,  m o ra l  an d  ethical 
s tandards are created

* we strive towards it consciously, 
even unconsciously, perhaps auto- 
matically

* requires the thoughtfu l articulat- 
ion of value ju d g m en ts  as vvell as 
the Scientific ju d g m e n t  of facl

* adaptive commitment to learning 
and  creativity produces a strong 
need for integration  o( the four 
adaptive m odes

* requires  tha t  we learn to speak 
unselfconsciously about values in 
matters of fact

* from em b ed d e d n ess ,  defensive- 
ness, depen den ce  and  reaction to 
self-actualization, independence, 
proaction and self-direction

* in tegration  of dialectic conflicts 
am ong  the adaptive m odes

An integrative consciousness:

* based on th ird -o rder  feedback
* th e  h ig h es t  level of h ie ra rch ic  

integration of experience
* creates integrity by centering and 

carrying forvvard the flow of ex
perience; this centering of experi
ence (not easily achieved) is creat- 
ed by a con tinuous  learning p ro 
cess fuelled by successive resolut- 
ions of the dialectic betvveen ap- 
p rehens ion  and  com p reh ens io n  
and intention and extension

* p r i m a r i l y  s y n t h e t i c ,  p l a c i n g  
isolated experiences in a context 
that serves to redefine them by the 
resulting figureground contrasts

* in troduces purpo se  and focus to 
this ran d o m  process

* difficult to achieve
* one m ust first free oneself from 

th e  d o m in a t io n  of sp ec ia l ized  
interpretative consciousness
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* the key to this sense of se lf-as-  
process lies in the reestablishment 
of a sym bios is  or rec ip roc i ty  
betvveen the dialectic modes of 
adapta tion  such that one both 
restricts and establishes the other

* integration in affective com plex i ty  
begins with the relativistic appre- * 
ciation (in the fullest sense of the 
term) of value syslems and con- 
cludes with an active va lue  co m m it-  
m e n t  in the context of that rela- 
tivism

* integration in perceptual co m 
plexity begins with a similar rela
tivistic appreciation of observ- 
ational schemes and perspectives * 
and concludes vvith in tu i t ion  -  the  
c a p a c i ty  f o r  cho os in g  m e a m n g f u l  
p e r s p e c t i v e s  a n d  f r a m e w o r k s  f o r  
in terpre t ing  experience

* integration in symbolic complex
ity begins vvith the ability to match 
creatively symbol systems and * 
concrete objects and concludes 
vvith the  cap ac i ty  f o r  f i n d i n g  a n d  
solving m ea n ing fu l  problem s

* in tegration in behavioral co m 
plexity begins vvith the develop- 
ment of an experimental,  hypo- 
thesis-testing approach to action 
that introduces new tentativeness 
and flexibility to goal-oriented * 
behavior -  a tentativeness that is 
tempered in the final stage by the 
active commitment to responsible  
action  in a world that can never be 
fully known because it is contm- 
ually being created

* a holistic developmental adaptive 
process

* c o n t in u e s  w ith ,  first,  the  ex- 
ploration of the previously non- 
expressed adaptive orientations 
and later, the full acceptance of the 
dialectic relationship between the 
d o m in a n t  and  n o n d o m in a n t  
orientation
more strategic than tactical broadly 
in time and space

* cannot be described by any single 
interpretation

* the t ran sc e n d en t  quality
* through accepting these paradoxes 

and experiencing their dialectical 
nature fully we achieve integrative 
consciousness in its full Creative force 
the correct or appropriate response 
depends  on the conscious per- 
spective used to judge it (perform- 
ance -  relatively current and im- 
mediate circumstances, iearmng -  
successful adaptation in the future, 
development -  ali life situalions) 
the higher-order structures give a 
priori preference to some inter- 
pretations over others

* vvith increased affective complexity 
co m es  a se lf-aw are  sys tem  of 
sentim ents and values to guide 
ones life, a growing awareness of 
the values and sentiments of others 
(higher-order sentiments) 
increasing perceptual complexity 
is reflected in the development of 
perspectives on experience that 
have persona! meaning and coher- 
ence (higher-order observations)

* symbolic com plexity  results in 
higher-order concepts

* at higher levels of behavioral com 
plexity, these action schemes are
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com bined  and  trade off in a pro- 
cess that recognizes the  necessity 
oi r i s k  t a k i n g  ( h i g h e r - o r d e r  
actions)

T h e  a im  of M ezirow ian  learn ing  and  d e v e lo p m e n t  is an em ancipated  
person.

An em ancipated  person:

* emancipation: freedom from libidinal, linguistic, epis temic, insti tutional 
and  environm ental forces that limit ou r  options an d  o u r  Control over 
o u r  lives

* tow ard  greater autonomy
* ability to act separately from the dem ands of on e ’s e n v iron m en t
* overcom ing limited, distorLed and arbitrarily selective m o d es  of percep- 

tion and  cognition
* m ov em en t  from dogm atism  through  skepticism tow ard  rationality
* to acquire more developmentally advanced meaning perspectives (m ore  in- 

clusive, discriminating, permeable, open and  integrative of experience, 
m ore  reliable and m ore  differentiated) and use th em  m ore  effectively to 
differentiate and integrate experience, to u n ders tan d  it m ore  clearly

* im proved ability to anticipate reality
* natural move toward such an orientation
* a series of transformations in our own vvays of making meaning; each trans- 

formation makes more efficient use of energy and generates its own rein- 
forcement because the resulting behavioral pattern is better inlegrated and 
more open to new ideas, vvhich provides for greater adaptional efficiency

* from a simple avvareness of their experiencing to an awareness of the 
conditions of their experiencing (hovv they are perceiving, th ink ing ,  ju d g -  
ing, feeling, acting -  a reflection on process) and b eyond  this to an avvare
ness of the reasons why they experience as they do and  to action based 
u p o n  these insights

* adu lts  developm ent: “as an adults  progressively enhanced  capacity to 
validate p rio r learning through refleclive d iscourse and  to act u p o n  the 
resulting insights”

R ev an s’ vievv of in d iv idu a l  deve lo pm en t is in c lu d e d  in h is  “P rinc ip le  o f 

Insuff ic ien t M a n d a te ”: those  w h o  vvould c h a n g e  s o m e th in g  un kn ov vn  
to th e m  are th e m se lves  ch an ged  in the process; tho se  w h o  th in k  they  
h av e  n o  n e e d  to lea rn  a n y th in g  ab o u t  the vvorld are  u n ab le  to  c h a n g e  it
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(R evans  1 9 8 2 ,  7 7 6 -7 7 7 ) .  F u r th e rm o r e ,  w i th o u t  a u th o r i ly  o v e r  o n e s
beliefs o n e  h as  no  a u th o r i ly  over  o n e s  e n v i r o n m e n t  ( ib id .,  63 8 ) .

A developed  Sei f:

* a m ore intelligible p ercep tio n  of h is ex ternal World
* im proves in se lf-unders landing
* to im prove observable b ehav iour
* ‘m icro -po lilica l’ skills
* grow th  of moral an d  social understanding  ( the  moral law of Kant, the  per- 

fect law of liberty of St Jam es,  the in n e r  value Systems)
* deve lop m en t  of the Self as its ow n
* grow th is symbiotic (with and  from each o ther)  and  existing talents and  

iniernal resources are em ployed  be tte r

A K now les ian  le a rn e r  p ro g resses  to w a rd s  g rea te r  se lf-ac tua l iza l ion  a n d
se lf -d i re c t io n 25. T he  a im  o f  m a tu r a t io n  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t  is a com petent 
person. (K no w les  1 989 ,  132.)

A com peten t person '

* the ability con linuously  to antic ipate  n ew  cond it ions  and  to change in 
ways tha i  w ou ld  enable h im  to avoid b eco m in g  obsolete (to w h a l  extent 
the part ic ipan ts  leave a given experience  w ith  heigh tened  curiosity and  
with increased ability to carry on the i r  ow n  leam ing)

* the foundational com p e ten ce  to engage in lifelong self-directed leam ing
* a cooperative person  w ho see h im self as a global Citizen
* highly Creative
* from depen den cy  tow ard  increasing self-directedness (at different rates 

for different people  and  in different d im en s io ns  of lile)
* live m ore  elliciently
* to im prove ability to cope w ith  life-problem s
* gain k no w ledge  and  skills
v co m petences  required for p e rfo rm ance  in life situations
* the lulfilment of ou r  h u m a n  nature: to becom e m ore  fully w h o  we are
* com ple te  self-identity th rou gh  the  d e v e lop m en t  of their full potenlia li-  

ties of life
* growih, m atu r ing  from d e p e n d en ce  tow ard  autonom y, from passivity to- 

ward activity, from subjectivity low ard  objectivity, from ignorance toward 
en l igh tenm ent ,  from small abilit ies iow ard  large abilities, from few re- 
sponsibilities toward m any responsibilities, from narrow interests toward

92



broad interests, from selfishness towar'd a l t r u i s m , from self-rejection to- 
ward self-acceptance, from amorphous seif-ideniiiy tovvard integrated self- 
iden t i ly ,  from focus on particulars toward fo c u s  on principles , from super- 
ficial concerns tovvard deep concerns, from imitation loward originality, 
from ihe need for certainty tovvard tolerance for ambiguity, from impul- 
siveness toward rationality; ali human beings move on a scale from zero 
lo infinity in each dimension throughout life, and tend to incorporate 
learning from a given experience in proportion to its relevance to their 
stages of development on the scale at that moment

Schön integrates personal and job-related developm ent (see also Fisher 
&  Podeschi 1989). For him the end point of developm ent is a sk i l fu l  
designer .

A skilful designer:

* recognizes and appreciates the qualities of good and competent design
* an increasing capacity to produce competent design and those qualities
* greater design com petence
* greater capacity (or the reflection-in-action of the dialogue are two other 

purposes
* the meanings of technical operations and to carry them out
* convergence o f  m ea n in g
* observes in a finer-grained, more differentiated way

The above ‘end products’ are very positive descriptions of hum an ca- 
pacities. At first they seem very different, but some common features 
can also be seen. Put together, development means individual changes 
tovvards a u t o n o m y  or in d e p e n d e n c e ,  r a t io n a l i t y , re la t iv is t ic  th in k in g ,  se lf-  
d irec t ion ,  s e l f -a c tu a l i za t io n ,  in tegra ted  s e l f - id e n t i ty  and s e l f - u n d e r s ta n d in g ,  
c o m p e te n c e  and responsib le  ac tion. Experiential learning seems thus to 
be first and foremost an opportunity for holistic personality grovvth, 
involving the whole individual. Enlargement of the adults intellectual 
horizons or deepening of theoretical understanding is of less impor- 
tance, although from a dcvclopmcntal perspective the emphasis has 
generally been on the cognitive dimension (see Merriam & f leuer 1996). 
If development is delined as movement in the direction of perfection or 
as one in which there is direction but no point of Lermination so that 
there is improvement but never a finished State, a problem is presented 
by the term  ‘im provem ent’ (or ‘more-ness’) (see Daloz 1987, 136). In
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order to develop, later acquisitions have in some sense to be better, 
more advanced or more valuable than earlier ones. Yet these abstract 
qualities are not easy to defme nor it is easy to define what constitutes 
developm ent (or im provem ent) in term s of these qualities. For exam- 
ple, Mezirow’s argum ent that “age involves changes reflecting q u a lita -  
t iv e ly  d ifje re n t dim ensions of context avvareness, focus, goal avvareness, 
cntical reflectivity and greater integration of the cognitive dim ensions 
of learning” (1991c, 7) is problem atic from this point of view. In fact, 
‘qualitatively different’ does not even necessarily mean q u a lita t iv e ly  b e t
t e r , although such qualitative changes should be changes for the better.

If these theories are concerned w ith a d u lt  learning, could these quali
ties be those which distinguish adults from non-adults and adult-like 
behaviour from nonadult-like behaviour? In short, do these qualities 
describe the adult way of being? At least they have many similarities 
with age-appropnate or life-stage-appropriate developmental tasks (see 
e.g. Merriam & Caffarella 1999; Sugarman 1996). Flow do these theo- 
rists define an ‘adult’?

a person is adult to the extent that the individual isp e r fo rm in g  social 
roles typicaliy assigned by our culture to those il cunsiders to be adults. 
... A person is adult to the extent that the individual perceives herself or 
himself to be essen tia lly  re sp o n sib le fo r  h er  or his own life .” (Knovvles 1980, 
24; my italics).

“Finally, the psychologica l definition: we become adult psychologically 
when we arrive at a self-concept of being responsible for our own lives, 
of being self-directing. ... So we become adult by degree ...” (Knovvles 
1990, 57; my partial italics.)

“Although children must rely upon adult authority to provide guidance 
in the validation process, se lf-d irec tedness is in h eren t in the  w ay o u r  cu ltu re  
defines a d u lth o o d , and communicative competence is the essence of self- 
direction” (Mezirovv 1991c, 69; my italics).

“ those vvhom Society deems J u lly  responsib le  fo r  th e ir  acls to become 
more reflective in posing and solving problems, to become more criti- 
cally self-reflective, to participale more fully and freely in rational dis- 
course and action, and to move developmentally tovvard more reliable 
perspectives” (Mezirovv 1991c, 214; my italics).
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“...transformation can lead developmenlally toward a more inclusive, 
differentiated, permeable, and integrated perspective and ihat, insofar as 
il is possible, we ali n a tura lly  move toward such an orientation. This is 
w h a t d eve lo p m en t m eans in adulthood." (Mezirovv 1991c, 155; my partial 
ilalics.)

“E x a m in in g  critica lly  th e ju s tifica tio n  for our inlerpretalions and ihe mean- 
ing schemes and perspeclives ihai ihey express is ihe major imperaiive 
of modern adulthood” (Mezirovv 1991c, 35; my ilalics).

aduli learners who demand that the relevance and application of ideas 
be demonstrated and lested againsl their ovvn a c c u m u la te d  e x p erien ce  and  
w isdom "  (Kolb 1984, 6).

Broadly speaking, these definitions include two marks of the ‘true’ adult, 
s d f- r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  and se lf-consc iousness. These qualities can be seen as 
interpenetrated. Yet this is not a vicious circle, but a virtuous one. Some- 
times, by going round in a circle, il can be shown that two concepts 
really a re  deeply connected, not in the sense that the one has to be 
applied both bejore  and a fte r  the other (as in a vicious circle), bu t that 
they are both applied to g e th er  (Scruton 1996, 305). Knowles (1980, 
33) argues similarly that “the dimensions of m aturation tend to be in- 
te r d e p e n d e n t , so that changes in one dimension have an effect on other 
dim ensions” (see pages 92-93).

The necessary partner of the term ‘responsibility’ usually is f r e e d o m .  
It seems to me that inherent in the above descriptions of end products 
is more or less explicitly how these writers think about the term ‘free
dom ’ and how it is connected with their theories. Different conceptions 
of the existence oi freedom in human life constitute perhaps one of the 
m ost im portan t and influential d ijje re n c e s  betw een them . Firstly, a 
Knowlesian adult is free in the humanistic sense, that is, a self-actualiz- 
ing adult is relatively independent of his physical and social environ- 
ment. He is dependent for his continued growth on his own potentiali- 
ties and latent talents, capacities and resources (Maslow 1962, 207- 
208; Sugarman 1996, 32). A self-aciualizer is deeply responsive to his 
inner nature and urges toward growth. He is less m olded and flaltened 
by cultural pressures and has preserved the capacity to look at the World 
in a spontaneous, fresh, childlike manner (Maslow 1962, 207-208). If 
the Knowlesian subject is, in contrasi, more non-adult, he is conform- 
ist and follows convenlional ways of ordering experience (see Crain
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1992, 320-321). At the same time, however, the Knowlesian adult tries 
to cope with the social roles ‘assigned by our culture’. Yet in middle life 
social success loses its importance, and the subject increasingly turns 
inward and considers the discovery of his own personality more im- 
portant than social conformity (Crain 1992, 323).

A different point of view of freedom is that of Mezirovv, which is 
based on critical theory, and which thus aims to make transparent what 
is hidden. Also the Mezirowian adult is only free when he has attained 
a certain independence from his culture and Society -  b u t on a different 
basis from that of his Knowlesian partner. “In order to be free we m ust 
be able to ‘nam e’ our reality, to know  it divorced from what has been 
taken for granted, to speak with our own voice” (Mezirovv 1991c, 3). 
Accordmg to Mezirovv our em ancipatory interest im pels us “to identify 
and challenge distorted meaning perspectives” (1991c, 87). Distorted 
meaning perspectives and therefore, distorted self-understanding is the 
same thing as not being free, and it should to be overcome. W ith em an
cipatory mterest an adult becomes truly free. O n the whole, this un- 
masking activity could be called ‘ideological critique’ (see Nel 1995). 
The negative side of adulthood is revealed w hen “these (psychological) 
distortions take the form of ‘lost’ adult functions (m ature vvays of feel- 
mg and acting) blocked by inhibitions, psychological defense mecha- 
nisms and neurotic needs. The distorted assum ptions suggest that to 
feel or act in ways forbidden by the prohibition will result in disaster, 
even though such an expectation usually is unrealistic in adulthood” 
(Mezirovv 1991c, 144). As noted earlier, Knovvles and Mezirovv share a 
common faith that the adult’s real mterests are hidden. They argue about 
these interests quite similarly (see pages 65-66), bu t again on a differ
ent basis.

The third way to think of freedom is the Kantian position to which 
Revans refers (1982, 632; see page 92). Kant claimed that we know 
that we are free, because we are bound by the moral law. A hum an 
being is self-com m anded by reason to do what he ought and to avoid 
what he ought not. Such com m ands, hovvever, would not make sense, 
if we could not freely decide to obey them. For that which we do by 
nature cannot also be a duty. (Kant 1996, 735-746; see also Green 1992, 
46, 152; Scruton 1996, 234-236.) In short, “I should never act in such 
a way that I could not also will that my maxim should be a universal 
law” (Kant 1959, 18). Furtherm ore, for Kant a man who acts out of 
emotion -  even if it is one oi benevolence -  is not ‘autonom ous’ (Kant 
1996, 735-746; see also Scruton 1996, 291). For Kant freedom is first
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and  forem ost a mural thing: moral b e irg s  are free, rational and capable 
of self-legislation. F urtherm ore, moral beings are ‘p erso n s’ in o rder to 
d istinguish  them  from the rest of na tu re , as the bearers of rights and  
du ties (see Scruton 1996, 286). If a free adu lt is first and  forem ost a 
m oral being, the social dim ension of b e in g  arises as significant, since 
m orality is prim arily a social matter. T hat Revans has chosen this Kantian 
position  is consisten t w ith his theorization , w hich  em phasizes the so 
cial na tu re  of learning and  developm ent.

To pu t it simply, developm ent as personality  grow th can be defined 
as becom ing  m ore and  m ore adult. D evelopm ent of an adu lt may also 
be p resen ted  as enlargem ent of Self (or strong  subjectivity). O n the 
basis of th is new  self-consciousness the ind iv idual subject then  behaves 
differently. O n  the o ther hand, developm ent in ad u lth o o d  seem s to be 
prim arily  a gradual, m aturational process of m oving  on w ithou t any 
clear boundaries. If so, it seems possible for developm ent to  occur at 
the heart o f the fam iliar without laborious in tellectual exertions and  dis- 
coveries tha t ex tend  one’s intellectual ho rizons, a lthough  every act of 
tacit living shifts o n es existence, re-directs and  contrasts ones partici- 
pation  in the w orld  (cf. Polanyi 1964a, xi). F rom  this po in t of view, 
developm ent is only a tacit (or latent) and  conven ien t way of living, a 
way of existence (ib id ., 102). A lthough the ad u lt m oves tow ards m ore 
refined, m ore com pleted  adulthood  in piecem eal fashion, it is n o t nec- 
essarily a steady, gradual progression (cf. Flamlyn 1978, 129). Life in 
itself is an experiential continuum , and an adu lt usually feels ‘at hom e’ 
in this taken-for-gran ted  reality. Unity of experience is a necessary fea
ture of any course of experience, any m ental life, and  it has to be m ain- 
ta ined  (E lder 1980; see also Roth 1962, 36, 40). O n the w hole, the 
‘harm on ious general view ’ seems to be significant, since it is in relation 
to th is general view h u m an  beings apply the ir understand ing ; d istinct 
experiences acquire their final content in rela tion  to it. These general 
princip les ra the r than categories of u n d e rstan d in g  will shape d istinct 
islands organized  by understand ing  into a holistic view. (Saarinen 1989, 
243-245.) But w herever there is life there are po ten tia l significant m o- 
m ents at w hich to begin to learn (see also Jarvis 1987).

However, Mezirow and  Kolb describe developm ent w ith a m ore radi- 
cal in ten t, as a p ro lound  worldview change (see Tennatt 1993; McKenzie 
1987). M ezirow equates the process of perspective transform ation  w ith 
adult developm ent (1991, 192-193; see pages 46-47). Kolb too regards 
‘perspective transfo rm ation ’ as one of the prim ary  aim s of developm ent. 
The congruence betw een the ideas of Kolb and  M ezirow is apparen t
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here. Kolb claims (1984, 145) thai “with this new awareness, the per
son experiences a sh ifl in  the fram e o f reference used to experience life, 
evaluate aclivities and make choices. The nature of this shift depends 
upon the specifics of the persons dominant and nonexpressed adaptive 
modes. The challenge becomes to shape one’s own experience rather 
than observing and accepting experiences as they happen.” He argues 
further that “the net effect of these sh ifts in p ersp ec tive  is an increasing 
experience of sei f as process” (ibid.) And when a person achieves a 
higher-order m ean ing  tra n s fo rm a tio n , he does not usually return to prior 
meaning perspectives (ibid.). Both of these descriptions are very simi- 
lar to Kuhnian Scientific revolution, in which an older paradigm is re- 
placed in whole or in part by an incompatible new one (Kuhn 1970, 
92; see also Sankey 1993). Perspective transformation is a reality trans
formation process, the creation of a new reality f o r  the  in d iv id u a l learner. 
This developmental shift, through which a new World view arises, is a 
relatively su d d en  a n d  unstructured event like the gestalt switch (see Kuhn 
1970, 122, 150; Tennatt 1994). In this situation development means 
transition from the ‘world’ of one paradigm to the ‘world’ of another 
(Sankey 1993). These two ‘worlds’ can be even mcommensurable, and 
they present an adult with difterent Visual gestalts’ ot the sarne world 
(Kuhn 1970, 111-112). Thus, Kuhns ‘worldchange’ image may be in- 
terpreted as a change in the basic ‘ontological categories’ which differ- 
ent theories impose upon the World. The holistic nature of calegory 
change is directly reflected in translation failure: the interconnection of 
categories is paralleled by the interdefinition of concepts. (Sankey 1993.) 
1 would like propose at the moment that perspective transformation is, 
however, a more rare way for a human being to develop. More usual is 
development by degree, as Knowles, for example, argues (see page 94).

Cunningham (1992) asks a very relevant question in this connec- 
tion: “To what degree does perspective transformation depend on cog- 
mtive structure development?” This question could also be put into a 
more general lonn: does adult development depend on cognitive struc
ture development? 1 would like to answer that adult experiential learn- 
ing and adult development are interdependent phenomena so that ei- 
ther extending or deepening knowledge is necessary for development 
to occur. As noled earlier, experiential learmng is a re-construction proc
ess, consisting of transformalions, and it necessarily presupposes changes 
in the structures of knowing, with more abstract developmental changes 
coming afterwards -  and more slowly. The locus is thus the mdividual 
re-construction process, and cognitive structure development is a nec-
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essary basis for adull development and paves way for either gradual 
developmenl or a developmental shifL. lienee in developmeni il is moslly 
a queslion of degrees, bul in experienlial learning it is a question both of 
k inds  and of degrees of changes (see also Rolh 1962, 36, 40). While the 
link betvveen learning and developmeni appears to be primarily a cog- 
nitive process, the resulting change is of a more holistic nature (see 
Merriam & Heuer 1996). Accordingly, experienlial learning shapes peo- 
ple both epistemologically and existentially: they are different aftervvards 
(see also Clark 1993, 47). Experiential learning is not in itself self- 
analysis, but a basis for it through re-conslruction and enlarged intel- 
lectual horizons. At best it leads to qualitatively better action.

If the nature of adulthood is defined as subjectivity in the stronger 
sense, a fundamental issue concerns the definitions of self-conscious- 
ness and therefore, self-knowledge. In addition, whal is adult knovvl- 
edge (see Griffin 1983, 47)? The term ‘self-consciousness’ is challeng- 
ing. Becoming and being a Self is partly the result of inborn disposi- 
tions (for example, Kantian categories) and partly the result of experi- 
ence, especially social experience (Popper 1977b; see also Usher 1989c). 
Consciousness of the 1 is thus not possible w ithout the experience of 
another consciousness (Hoy 1991). As a consequence, it seems that 
self-knowledge has in pari social origins. Self-knowledge and knowl- 
edge of other persons are related to each other so that knowledge of 
oneself is impossible without an awareness of ones relationship to other 
people. Furthermore, a full understanding of self-knowledge and know- 
ledge of other people exists against an understanding of hum an rela- 
tionships. No proper understanding of the concept of an individual can 
be achieved independently of an understanding of the concept of a 
hum an relationship. (Hamlyn 1970, 245-248.) Mezirovv (1991c, 88) 
refers to these social origins by arguing that “self-knowledge is clearly a 
function of communicalive learning -  of how others interpret us -  but 
it is also gained in im portant ways through instrum ental learning by 
getting feedback on our competence to perform ”. And Revans: “...the 
subject is obliged to accept some degree of risk; those vvho do not 
know what risks they are ready lo (ace do not know their own value 
systems and it is by becoming aware oi these that subjects start to gain 
true sell-knowledge -  as distinct from the (lattery of interested acquaint- 
ances.” (Revans 1982, 775.)

Hitherto, adull experiential learning has been seen as involving aso- 
cial individuals modifying private, unique re-constructions (see also 
Long 1990; Usher 1989c). There have, hovvever, been many clues about
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experiential learning not occurring in privale. Although ihe adult is 
free, he is, nevertheless, always bound to a cultural and societal context 
and is thus partially determ ined by social lorces and never wholly free 
from them. Therefore, ali kinds of experiences are always what they are 
because of the transaction taking place betvveen the individual and what 
-  at that m om ent -  constitutes his environm ent, w hether the latter con- 
sists of persons with whom  he is conversing about some topic or event 
or w hether the subject being talked about is also part of the situation 
(see Dewey 1951, 32-33). Ali kinds of hum an experiences thus ulti- 
mately have social origins; it is only the contact with the social that 
varies. Accordingly, individual knowing presupposes participation in 
public and objective understanding at some point. For how is the learner 
to know w h ich  are the relevant first-order experiences to rely upon and 
which are worth rejecting (see H am m ond, Howarth &  Keat 1991, 143)? 
The individual process itself is fallible. From this point of view, an iso- 
lated learners private processes can lead to “wrong results” or incorrect 
construal (see LaBoskey 1989; Young 1988). Therefore, any mterest in 
‘right answers’ or ‘truthfulness’ presupposes interaction between a plu- 
rality of knowledge-bearers. In a sense interaction with other knowl- 
edge-bearers precedes ‘tru th ’ (Roberts 1992, 289-289), since self-criti- 
cism of ones own basic beliefs is possible only if there are criteria which 
are not totally ‘paradigm -dependent’ (see Barbour 1980). As a whole, 
the individual dimensions of adult experiential learning are connected 
w ith social elements in a highly com plex manner. For these reasons it is 
impossible to think of experiential learning at ali except at the same 
time from a social point of view. The issues concerning the social d i
m ensions of adult experiential learning will be discussed in greater de- 
tail in the next chapter.
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5 SOCIAL DIMENS10NS26 OF ADULT 
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

The fundam ental orientalion in ihis chapter  is social. As 1 po in ted  
oul earlier, learnmg is not a privaie, internal matter, b u l  involves 

being situaled  within the social world and  interacting with others (see 
e.g. Aaltola 1992, 52-53; Bowen 1981, 216; Chene 1983; Hamlyn 1967; 
Hollo 1959, 62; 0 ’Keefe C rjohnston  1989; Ricouer 1991, 180; Smith 
1987; U sher 1989c). Experiential learning theorists have been  criticized 
for em phasiz ing  the individual side o flearn ing  and  overlooking or even 
ignoring social aspects (see e.g. Brookfield 1984a; Clark &  Wilson 1991; 
McKenzie 1987; Rubenson 1982;Tennatt  1993; Usher 1989c). I would  
say rather  that social d imensions have been latent or o f less  im portance 
in their writings, and that the recent focus on self-directed learning has 
hap p en ed  at the expense of the social side. This focus of interest has 
also led to a willingness am ong both practitioners and researchers to 
dislodge the educator  from the position of superiority  he has occupied 
in m ore  conven tiona l  educat ion  (see Brookfield 1985). T h u s  ‘the 
au tonom y of adult learners’ has been respected, and  the role of the 
adult educato r  is ju s t  to ‘he lp ’ others to learn. U nder  this topic I will 
ask the following questions. W hat kind of andragogical im plications in 
general seem to follow from the individual d im ensions of experiential 
learning? How does an adult educator come into the individual learner’s 
learning? W ha t  k ind of “being-with” does an individual learner  require? 
W hat is it that an educator  does (see also Munby &r Russell 1989)?

The epislemological dimension of 
adult experiential learning

Three of  these theoreticians -  Mezirow, Revans and  Schön -  propose 
discussion or dialogue27 as the most im portant in s trum ent to ‘h e lp ’ adult 
learners.
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Schönian dialogue of reciprocal reflection-in-action/reflective conversa lion /
the  com m unica t ive  w ork  of the  dialogue

* a k ind  of reciprocal construclion
* telling and  descr ib ing /opera t ive , active l is tening and  d e m o n s tra t in g /  

reflective im itating are co m bined
* quest ion ing , answering, advising, listening, d em ons tra t ing ,  observing, 

imitating, criticizing are cha ined  toge ther  so that one in te rven t ion  or 
response can trigger or bu i ld  on a n o th e r

* a coach treats a lea rners  fu r ther des ign ing  as an u t terance
* a le am e r  reveals by do ing  w ha t  she  u n d e rs tan d s  or m isu n d e rs tan d s
* a coach responds  vvith advice, criticism, explana tions , descr ip tions  and 

w ith  further perfo rm ance  of his ow n
* a leam er  reflects on w h a t  she hears  the  coach say or sees h im  do and 

reflects also on the k now ing-in -ac t ion  in h e r  ow n  perform ance
* a leam er tries to construct and  test the m eanings of w hat she sees and 

hears
* a coach asks h im self  w h a t  th is lea rner  reveals in the way of know ledge ,  

ignorance, or difficulty and  w h a t  sorts  of responses m ight help  he r
* to try to en te r  into each o th e r s  way of seeing design and  into each o thers  

ways of framing the in teraction in w h ich  they are engaged
* the le a m e r ’s efforts at pe rfo rm ance  an d  self-descriptions
* experim en ta tion  generates n ew  p rob lem s,  puzzles and  confusions
* a coachs particularized demonstrations and self-descriptions: demonstrations 

must be keyed to tasks this leam er is trying at the m om ent to carry out
* a coach m us t  be able to travel freely on the lad de r  of reflection: 1) des ign

ing, 2) descrip tion  oi designing, 3) reflection on descrip tion  of designing, 
4) reflection on reflection on  descr ip tion  of designing ‘ reflection on the 
dialogue itself)

* diagonal moves along the ladder  of reflection occur w hen  one partys  
action triggers the o th e r s  reflection or w hen  one partys  reflection triggers 
the otheris action

* improvisatory, on - th e -sp o t  expe r im en ts  to discover and  test w h a t  the 
coach may be trying to co m m u n ica te  to the learner

* the values of Control, d is tance and  objectivity (central to technical ratio- 
nality) take on  new m ean ings

* feelings an d  un de rs tan d in g s  are involved, each critically b o u n d  u p  with 
the o ther

* w ha t  a learner learns in th is process d e p en d s  on the conten t and quality 
of her  reflection-in-action

* is very sensitive
* results in convergence o f meaning
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A Mezirowian reflective/rational dialogue

* ju s t i f ic a t io n  of assum ptions
* necessary to v a lid a le  commonly held rneanings, problem atic assertions, 

new  perspectives, the assertions made by others
* social interaction and dialogue is the only way through which perspective 

transformation is ever effected, by coming to see alternative ways of seeing 
through the perspectives of others

* a  p ro v is io n a l c o n se n su s  will be achieved
* effective participation
* gives meaning to experience
* ideal conditions for learning
* consensual validation through dialogue am ong those who know us best 

to establish the m eaning of assertions
* requires freedom, democracy, equality, reciprocity, justice, social co- 

operation
* participants have accurate and complete inform ation
* free from coercion and self-deception; have the ability to weigh evidence 

and evaluate arguments; have the ability to be critically reflective; are 
open to alternative perspectives; will accept an inform ed, o b je c tiv e  a n d  
r a tio n a l c o n se n su s  as a legitimate test of validity

A Revansian set discussion

* small groups will learn more readily from their own real experiences
* contains less error
* messages may be more readily verified
* learners learn wilh and from each other how  to deal with their urgent 

and responsible troubles
* c r it ic is m  and co n je c tu re
* regular meetings
* similarly placed to work on other problems to discuss among themselves 

what they thought they were trying to achieve, returning thereafter to 
their places of work to try out anything new that had come to them  in 
the set discussions, with a view to reporting back to set at a later date

* work to test and question each other until each is much clearer about 
what she wants to do and why

Kolb m entions dialogue very brielly: “Perhaps the richest resources for
in tegrative developm ent lie in th e  d ia lo g u e  a c r o s s  a g e  le v e ls  that the u n i
versity for lifelong learning can provide” (1984, 207)28. He claims further-
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more, “the educational issue is how and w hen to intervene in a way 
thai facilitates this development. The ‘how s’ are not easy.” (ibid., 204.) 
Knowles, in turn, mentions “h d p j u l  n e g o t ia t io n  between a learner and a 
resource person” (1989, 113-114). Negotiation concerns ‘a learning 
contract’, which is a syslematic procedure for helping individuals make 
use of ali resources in a syslem atic  p rogram  of co n lin u o u s  seif- 
development. It includes eight detailed stages: diagnose your learning 
needs, specify your learning objectives, specify learning resources and 
Strategies, specify evidence of accomplishment, specify how the evidence 
vvill be validated, review your contract with consultants, carry out the 
contract, evaluate of your learnmg. (ib id ., 212-217.) Also the designing 
and conducting of learning experiences happens through interaction; 
an adult educator and an adult learner together define the substance of 
the basic unit of learning, a ‘learning expenence’ (see e.g. Knowles 1980, 
57; Knowles 1990, 86). On the whole, these descriptions of dialogue 
again share certain similarities, although also differences. O n the basis 
of them I have tried to formulate a basic dialogue structure, since learning 
dialogue needs some degree of structure -  or disciplined m quiry -  to 
improve its efficacy. 1 propose a four-part basic structure for dialogue: 
sharing, testing, justifying and believmg.

Sharing: opening up the individual World fo r  others

Individual learners’ private conceptions constitule the raw material on 
which to work in dialogue (see van Manen 1990, 55). Therefore these 
p r iv a te  conceptions should be a r t i c u la te d  and sh a re d  in dialogue first 
(see Reinharz 1989). The adult learner’s inner m onologue changes as 
outer dialogue (Bohm &  Peat 1989, 98) and a com plex process of inter
action starts vvith others. Sharing is not an easy task due to uniqueness 
and variation of conceptions. Furtherm ore, conceptions (or lacit ways 
of knowing) are not easily rendered verbal (see e.g. Heshusius 1994). 
On the o ther hand, language in itself is vague and plastic. Striclly 
speaking, nothing that we know can be said precisely (Polanyi 1964a, 
87-88). Revans (1982, 626) rem inds us of this by claiming that “verbal 
exchanges are themselves extremely poor at Communication”. Sharing 
proceeds simply through t e l l in g  and l i s te n in g ,  and it creates the ties 
between the participants in a dialogue29. Ties are necessary, since rational 
(in the Kantian meaning) actors must presuppose the ‘perspective of the 
other’ and the interaction of distinct m inds (Roberts 1992, 31, 274-
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275). Although the participanls in a dialogue share conceptions, they 
are ali bound to live in somevvhat different worlds and have therefore 
different perspectives on them and on the situation altogether.

However, private conceptions are shareable, because every partici- 
pant is like every other participant, but like no other participant (see 
Denzin 1989, 19). The fact that conceptions, experiences and States of 
m ind may be private in the senses discussed earlier in pages 55-61 
does not entail that others cannot know of them  in principle, hovvever 
difficult it may be on occasion to teli what State of m ind someone is 
actually in (Hamlyn 1978, 219). It is obvious that we ca n  know about 
others conceptions, experiences and States of m ind, bu t the others con- 
tact with the subjects reality is alvvays ind irec t . Even if it were possible 
for us to have an experience exactly similar to that had by another, and 
in identical circumstances, it does not follovv that it would be right to 
say that we were having that experience or even experiencing it (Hamlyn 
1978, 219; see also Reed 1992). To put the m atter in the strongest way,
I could not have another persons experiences, in the sense in question, 
unless 1 could become that other person. Nevertheless, this does not 
mean that it cannot be imagined what it is like to have another persons 
experience or even imagine having that other persons experience. We 
know thus about other persons States of m ind and conceptions in p rin 
ciple by analogy with our own. (Hamlyn 1970, 219, 224-225, 232- 
233.) We know ourselves through understanding others, and we know 
others through understanding ourselves.

Sharing presupposes seemg things through the others eyes, and there
fore, the nature of sharing is first and foremost s e n s i t i v i ty  and reciproci ty  
(or mutuality). In sharing two or more descriptions of conceptions are 
related to each other. Each participant brings to the situation a ‘unique 
constellation of previous conceptions and experiences’ (cf. Usher 1989b). 
Multiple perspectives present in dialogue are thus extremely rich and 
varied. These descriptions of concepiions are controllable from the 
outside because they are indirect and transmitted (see Reed 1992). More 
precisely, w h a t  is sh a re d  are  no t  concep tions  in th e m se lv e s ,  b u t  f i r s t - p e r s o n  
d e sc r ip t io n s  o f  th e m .  As Schön puts il, “vvhatever language we may em- 
ploy, hovvever, our descriptions of knowing-in-action are alvvays con -  
s l r u c l i o n s ” (1988, 25). The nature of sharing raises the question of how 
tacit forms of knovvledge and experience, which are hardly inexpress- 
ible in a com m on language, can be handled together (see Sankey 1993). 
Yet sharing can not be done in its entirety, since the significance of the 
feeling or the thought to one participant is likely to be different from its
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significance to that of the other participant (Hamlyn 1970, 220). Fur- 
therm ore, to put oneself in anothers position is to imagine o n e s e lj in 
that position, and this is som ething that cannot be done entirely (ibid.).

Testing: privale conceplions against others’ conceptions

After sharing the participants will have in their hands many different 
conceptions of or perspectives on the same phenom enon. Everyones 
private conceptions are now challenged through te s tin g . Testing proceeds 
through q u e s tio n in g , a n sw e r in g  and c r it ic iz in g . If it is difficult to share 
conceptions, it is equally difficult to move outside the limits of own 
private conceptions (see Tremmel 1993). In a way, the subject is a 
prisoner of his own conceptions. In this situation everyones position is 
sovereign: private ‘facts’, which are to some extent actually acknowledged 
and articulated and to some extent latent, guide dialogue unconsciously 
(see Wilson 1986). In short, conflicting “goods” are present (Lyons 
1990). Testing as a social situation provides a broader e p is te m o lo g ic a l 
context to explore one’s own conceptions. First-person descriptions by 
the other participants allow thern to become more experienceu, since 
new knowledge and new orders of knowledge may alter and shape the 
phenom enon discussed (see Bohm &r Peat 1989, 245; Reed 1992). As 
Bohm &r Peat (1989, 136) put it, “orders of experience may be ‘h idden’ 
in an earlier context, bu t they can be revealed in this new context”. 
Testing -  and dialogue as a new context -  thus makes it possible to 
reveal hidden truths.

The features of free, Creative discussion described by Bohm &r Peat 
(1989) and Polanyi (1964a) could be appropriate -  or even necessary -  
in the testing situation. Firstly, each participant is presupposed to be 
ready to acknowledge any fact and any conception or point oi view as it 
actually is, whether he likes it or not (Bohm &r Peat 1989, 241). An- 
other basic feature of dialogue is that participants should to be able to 
hold several pornts of view, in a sort of active suspension, while treating 
the ideas of others with som ething oi the care and attention that are 
given to his or her own (ibid., 246-247). Participants are not called on 
to accept or reject particular points of view; rather they should attem pt 
to come an understanding of what they mean. In this way it may be 
possible to hold a num ber of different approaches together in the mind 
with almost equal energy and mterest (Polanyi 1964a, 86). In this con- 
nection Schön (1988, 138-139) speaks of “testing what one has under-
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stood of the others knowing-in-action and framing of the interaction” 
and “testing what the other has made of ones own attem pts at Commu
nication”. Thirdly, participants can p ro p o se  a new idea that can be put 
forward for exploration. As the implications of this idea are unfolded, 
they are c o m p o sed  or put together with other familiar ideas. Eventually 
the participant su p p o se s  that these ideas are correct, i.e. he makes an 
assum ption or hypothesis and then acts according to the notion that 
this is the way they actually are. (Bohm &r Peat 1989, 48.) This kind of 
behavior is necessary for the emergence of new knowledge, which goes 
beyond the individual already knows. It dem ands, however, to le ra n c e , 
the capacity to listen to an unfair and hostile statem ent by an opponent 
in order to discover his sound points as well as the reason for his errors. 
Tolerance is also needed to able to respond to new perceptions going 
beyond the particular points of view that have been tem porarily sus- 
pended. In short, each participant should be ready to listen to others 
with sufficient sympathy and interest to understand the meaning of 
their position properly and also be ready to change his own point of 
view, if there is a good reason to do so. (Bohm &  Peat 1989, 241; 
Polanyi 1964a, 68.)

It may be easy to assess what ones opponent claims to be true, while 
the limitations of ones own conceptions and own natural bias is less 
frankly acknowledged. Testing as described above may break the indi
vidual participants chain of thinking and helps him  to see own concep
tions in new and surprising ways (see Young 1988). Bohm &  Peat (1989, 
145-147) suggest further that ‘the proper function of reason’ requires 
social interaction that is free of every kind of excessive fixing of thought, 
in whatever form this may appear. Rahonal dialogue, they argue, is, 
however, ruled by formal logic, which is in fact only a lim iting aspect of 
a m uch b ro a d e r , overall movement of reason (ib id ., 145). To loosen the 
rigidity of ‘private facts’ heuristic force of f i c t io n  could be utilized: fic
tion has the capacity to open and unfold new dim ensions of reality by 
means of our suspension of belief in an earlier description (see also 
Bowen 1981, 216; Reed 1992; Ricoeur 1991, 170-171, 175; see also 
Atkinson &  Murrell 1988;Laing 1971, 124-125). Fiction (or imagina- 
tion) is the free play of possibilities in a state of noninvolvem ent with 
respect to the world of perception or oi action (Ricoeur 1991, 174; see 
also Lyons 1990). The rigid, tacil infrastructure is loosened and the 
m ind begins to move in a new  order. Two possible routes to fiction or 
imagination are m etaphors and the use of analogies (see Bohm &  Peat 
1989, 72-75). Metaphor, for example, is a form of Creative perception,
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which involves an extremely perceptive State of intense passion and 
high energy that dissolves the excessively rigidly held assum ptions in 
the tacit infrastructure ot commonly accepted knovvledge (Bohm &r Peat 
1989, 38, 72). Knovvles (1989, 84) also proposes to adults that they 
“examine their habits and biases and open their m inds to new ap- 
proaches”, e.g. through sensitivity training, value clarification, media- 
tion, and dogmatism scales. The quality of these m ethods is, however, 
very different than those of analogies or m etaphors.

Thus, the basic nature of testing is c r i t ica ln ess .  On the whole, from 
the individual participants point of view testing may seem quite fuzzy, 
even chaotic, and therefore another basic capacity in addition to imagi- 
nation is tolerance. The result of the ‘fusion of horizons’ (see Usher 
1989a) is a co llec t ive  consLruction . Many private conceptions are consid- 
ered in entirely new ways; new sets of similarities and differences have 
arisen. A collective construction can be of a k ind which never existed 
before or it can be a fusion of a few earlier conceptions. From this point 
of view, Mezirows argum ent that “we can learn best as strangers and 
from strangers, if we can feel sufficiently secure to do so” (Mezirow 
1991, 135), seems very reasonable. The presence of ‘strangers’ may 
guarantee that engagement in ‘prejustices’ and ngid assum ptions is re- 
vealed and then dissolved so that every individual participant’s hori
zons continually develop.

Justifying: fair tru th -seek ing

Knowing requires judgm ent, not mere consLruction or interpretation 
(see Young 1988). Therefore an attem pt at ob jec t iv i ty  follows, since 
dialogue seeks to j u s t i f y  a collective construction just produced. Dialogue 
seeks knowledge and therefore, t m t h  (see Usher 1989a). After testing 
their private conceptions, the participants in a dialogue together define, 
whether the collective construction can be justified as truth. Accordingly, 
what is true and what are the objective (public) criteria of tru th  for the 
topic under discussion will be considered, since the collective construct
ion is oi necessity temporarily uncertain until it has been proven to be 
true (see Hamlyn 1970, 70, 284-287; Roberts 1992, 48; Wilson 1986). 
In order for a collective construction to be counted as true, it must 
conform to standards of objectivity beyond itself and beyond the per
son who makes the statem ent (Hamlyn 1970, 132). The participants in 
a dialogue thus operate with truths and un tru ths -  or, more slightly -
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w ith  g ro u n d e d  an d  u n g ro u n d e d  p ro p o s ilio n s  (see L ap in tie  1 9 8 5 , 3 9 - 
4 0 ) . H a w k e s w o r th ’s (1 9 8 9 )  d e fin it io n  o f  r a t io n a l i ty  d e sc r ib e s  th is  
ju s tif ic a tio n  p ro cess  ra th e r  vvell: “K now ledge is a c o n v e n tio n  ro o ted  in 
th e  p rac tica l ju d g m e n ts  of a com m un ity  of fallible in q u ire rs  w h o  strugg le  
to  reso lve th e o ry -d e p e n d e n t p rob lem s ” T h e  o b jec tiv e  ju s tif ic a tio n  for 
p ro p o s itio n s  a n d  p a rtic ip a n ts ’ ability  to  g ro u n d  th e ir  be liefs sh o u ld  be  
se p a ra te d  (L ap in tie  1985 , 41). Justifica tion  is n o t  a q u e s tio n  o f a c o n tr a c t  
o r  vo tin g , b u t  requ ires  legitimate d ifferences in  ‘k n o w le d g e ’ b e tw e e n  
o n e  ‘m in d ’ a n d  a n o th e r  (n o t m ere ly  s u c h  as m y  h a v in g  re a d  th e  
n e w sp a p e r  a n d  you  n o t) . Such d ifferences m u s t n o t be  ‘in c o m m e n su r-  
a b le ’: it m u s t still be possib le  to com e to  so m e  reco g n izab ly  ‘ra t io n a l’ 
a g re e m e n t o n  th e  basis o f tw o know ledges. Finally, th e  b e s t a rg u ed  a n d  
g ro u n d e d  a lte rn a tiv e  w ins. (R oberts 1992 , 3 1 -3 2 .)

T h u s , in te rp e rso n a l agreement p ro v id es th e  c rite r io n  for th e  tr u th  o f 
th e  co llec tive  c o n s tru c tio n . If ag reem en t d o es  n o t arise , it is th e  fact 
th a t re q u ire s  ex p lan a tio n . It is now  tim e to  d efin e  th e  te rm  ‘t r u th ’ in  
re fa tio n  to  d ia lo g u e  a n d  le a rn in g 30. I w o u ld  like to  d efine  tru th  in  th is  
c o n n e c tio n  as ex p re ss in g  so m eth in g  a b o u t th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  
‘th e  s i tu a t io n ’ a n d  ‘the  W orld’. T ruth ex p resses so m e  re la tio n  acro ss  th is  
b o u n d a ry , a n d  th e  b o u n d a ry  is, in a c e rta in  sense  at least, th ro w n  u p  by 
rea so n , b u t  it ex is ts  in  tim e. A ccordingly, ‘t r u th ’ is n o t ‘c o rre s p o n d e n c e ’ 
o r  o th e r, b u t  is (fo r ex am p le) m y view  n o w  of w h a t I th o u g h t th en . 
(R o b erts  1992 , 4 4 -4 5 .)  W h a t th en  can be  s ta te d  a b o u t ‘th e  w o r ld ’ de- 
p e n d s  on  an  ag reed , in tersub jec tive  system  o f co n cep ts . In tersubjectiv ity , 
in  tu rn , im p lie s  the  ex is tence  o f a c o m m o n  (ep is tem o lo g ica l) fram e- 
w o rk , a c o m m o n  w o rld . As R oberts (1 9 9 2 ) h as  said : “Ali tr u th s  em erge  
in  a h is to ric a l p rac tice  o f d ia logue an d  d e b a te ” (p. viii). A lth o u g h  ‘t r u th ’ 
is th a t w h ic h  can  be  d ialog ically  valida ted  by th o se  ‘w h o  sh a re  the  sam e 
w o rld  at a g iven  tim e in  h is to ry ’, il d e p e n d s  u p o n  so m e th in g  w h ic h  lies 
o u ts id e  th e  b e lie f  itself (see e.g. Russell 1991 , 7 0 -7 1 ) .

In th is  co n n ec tio n  it is necessary to re tu rn  to  th e  d is tin c tio n  b e tw een  
tru th  an d  m ean in g  (see page 82; see also Latom aa 1985 , 19). As no ticed  
earlier, kn o w led g e , in itself, has no m ean in g  (B ohm  &  Peat 1989, 56). 
A ccordingly, kno w led g e  canno t be identical w ith  be lie f (H am lyn  1970 , 
79). K now ing  is d irec ted  tow ard  a progressively re fined  k now ledge  of 
th e  w o rld  an d  th e  d iscovery  of tru th . A nd th in k in g , in tu rn , is d irec ted  
to w ard  th e  d iscovery  o f m ean ing  and p ro d u ces  an  m le rp re ta tio n , w h ich  
m ay o r m ay n o t be w o rth y  of belief. Because o f th e ir  sub jec tive  quality, 
in te rp re ta tio n s  can  never be proven absolutely. T his also has co n seq u en ces 
for p a rtic ip an ts  in  a d iscussion : som e m ay a tte m p t to  arrive  at tr u th  o n
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the basis o f reasoning alone; others may atlem pt to grasp m eaning  by 
reliance on ‘em pirical’ data alone. However, neilher of these Strategies 
wtll be fruitful in term s of justification. Rather sucb  attem pts have a ten- 
dency to shift dialogue, magnify argum entativeness, and create confusion. 
Justification presupposes that each individual participan t in a dialogue 
can differentiate knovvledge from opin ion  as cond itions of truth. Fair- 
ness, the elfort to pu t your case objectively and  prefer tru th  even at the 
expense of losing in force of argum ent, is needed  (Polanyi 1964a, 68). 
Accordingly, intersubjectivity seem s to be a p recond ition  of form ing a 
state of knovvledge at ali and  a p recondition  for m oving beyond  it.

In sum , to m ake a justifica tion  is to assess of the  tru th fu ln ess  of the 
collective construc tion . How it is possib le th a t a partic ip an t in a d ia
logue, w ith  ind iv idual po ten tia lities and  capacities, can develop an  un- 
d ers tan d in g  and  knovvledge vvhich is objective an d  shared  vvith o thers 
(H am lyn 1963, 10-11)? Testing firstly considers critically h is lim ited  
concep tions and  provides new  ones. Fair nego tiation  seeks agreem ent, 
a lth o u g h  the am oun t of agreem ent is largely unforeseen . There is no 
system atic p rocedure  w hich , p roperly  applied , will lead  each p artic i
p an t in the  group to the sam e decision  (see K uhn 1970, 200). A gree
m en t betw een  partic ipan ts is possib le, b u t is agreem ent necessary? As 
Revans has argues (w ith Francis Bacon), “tru th  is the d au g h ter n o t of 
authority , b u t of tim e” (1982 , 657). Truth is n o t necessarily  defined  in 
a m om en t, b u t du rin g  a process, as revision, co rrection , and  self-sur- 
passing  (see Lyotard 1991, 62). However, to free oneself from  long- 
h e ld  concep tions and  assum ptions requires an objective and  external 
perspective (G arrison 1992). Yet an “em otional charge” is inevitable. 
O nly  a dialogue tha t can, at the sam e tim e, m eet the challenge b o th  of 
uncovering  the in tellectual con ten t of a rigidly held  basic assum ption  
an d  of “d efusing” the em otional charge tha t goes w ith  it will m ake p o s
sible the proper exploration of the new  order of m ental operations (Bohm 
&r Peal 1989, 246). Collective justifica tion  is, how ever, qu ite  irrelevant 
from the ind iv idual p artic ip an ts  v iew poin t (see Lapintie 1985, 42). He 
is no t a m ere tru th -seek in g  m achine (see Polanyi 1964b, 15). K now l
edge of the w orld  canno t of itself p rovide m eaning , b u t it can be used 
in strum en ta lly  w hen  an ind ividual sub ject evaluates h is ow n co n cep 
tions w ith  the alternative construc tions developed  in dialogue. Private 
m eanings are decided  individually  w ith in  -  o r w ould  it b e tte r to say -  
after dialogue. O n this basis, it sho u ld  be clear tha t m eaning is u llim ately  
the responsibility o f each individual b u t know ledge  is created in collaboration  
w ith others (see G arrison 1992).
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Believing: to enguge in the “new tru th ”

The result ofjustification isä te m p o ra ry  t r u th  (or a provisional consensus 
in Mezirow’s words). Although testingandjustification takes place within 
a social context, engaging or non-engaging in a tem porary truth is a 
private matter. An objective’, temporary truth will acquire an individual 
form. An adult ‘decides’ a lo n e , whether or not to engage in this new 
tru th . In this particular situation he may take one of three attitudes 
towards the new, temporary truth: accept and believe it, reject and dis- 
believe it or ‘w ithhold’ it. ‘W ithholding’ means that he ignores the new 
interpretation and does not change anything. Some of these attitudes 
will be m ore  rea so n a b le  than others (Crisholm 1966, 21). A participant 
in a dialogue weighs up the new truth both p r a g m a tic a lly  in terms of its 
concrete advantages and disadvantages and in terms of its rea so n a b le n e ss  
(Soltis 1968, 21; Usher 1989b). But this new tru th  should be p sy c h o -  
lo g ica lly  sa tis jy in g , too (Soltis 1968, 56). A psychologically satisfying 
tru th  m ust not only be adequate and reasonable, bu t m ust also be 
consistent -  or at least compatible -  with the rest of the tru ths which 
the subject holds (see Soltis 1968, 60-62). Consequently, the greatest 
enemy of any one of an adults truths may be the rest of his truths 
(James 1991, 37). The adult’s decision to engage is based, if not implicitly, 
on the belief that one way of knowing is preferable to another way of 
being. Otherwise the wish ‘to play false’ will always be able to find a 
way (Bohm & Peat 1989, 60). Playing false can take many subtle forms 
that are difficult to detect.

If a subject decides to believe and engage, what forms does engage - 
m ent take? Moral? Emotional? Intellectual? (see Ilsley 1991.) There are 
at least two possibilities: engagement can take the form of e i th e r  a per- 
sonal, internal feeling of Security or ones external action as if the be- 
lieved thing were true. To know and believe that som ething is true is 
not only to have a true opinion with respect to it, but also to  ac t w ilh  
re sp e c t to  it. From this point of view, action can be seen as an ‘explica- 
Lion’ of engagement. O nes internal Security manifests itself in one’s ac
tion (see Lapintie 1985, 45-46). Thesg five experientialists emphasize 
im m e d ia te  action: the learner ‘describes’ the results of learning through 
doing. For example:

Mezirow: “Ali transformative learning involves ta k in g  action  to im p le m e n t  
insights derived from critical reflection” (1991c, 225; my italics).



“Perspective transformation is never complele uniil action  based 
upon ihe Lransformative insights has been laken” (1991c, 56; my 
italics).

“Transformative learning is learning through action  and ihe beginning 
of the action learning process is decid ing  to appropriate a different 
meaning perspective” (1991c, 54-56; my italics).

Knowles: “They (adults) learn newknowledge, understandings, skills, values 
and attitudes most effectively when they are presented in the con tex t 
o ja p p lic a tio n  to real-life situations” (1989, 82-85; my italics).

“Adults tend to have a tim e  p e rsp ec tive  o f  im m e d ia c y  o j  prac tica l 
a p p lica tion  toward most of their learning in contrast to postponed 
application. They engage in learning largely in response to pressures 
they feel Irom their current life situation. To adults education is a 
process of improving their ability to cope with li fe problems they 
face n o w ” (1989, 82-85; my italics.)

Kolb: “An orientation toward active  e x p e r im e n ta tio n  focuses on actively 
influencing people and changing situations. It emphasizes practical 
applications as opposed to reflective understanding; a pragmatic 
concern with what works as opposed to what is absolute truth; an 
emphasis on doing as opposed to observing. People with an active- 
experimentation orientation enjoy and are good at getting things 
done.” (1984, 69.)

“... they must be able to use these theories to m a k e  decisions and  
solve prob lem s  (AE). Yet this ideal is difficult to achieve. How can 
one act and reflect at the same time?” (Kolb 1984, 30; my italics.)

Revans: “True learning, that vvhich produces changes in  observab le  behaviour, 
is the product of concentrating the attention upon troubles about 
which something needs to be done; it involves not only intelligence 
but also emotion, logical exposition but also successjui a p p lic a tio n .” 
(Revans 1982, 657; my italics.)

"... s access in ac tion  alone will demonstrate whether the so-called 
knovvledge ... is likely to be true” (Revans 1982, 783; my italics).

“...it is necessary to carry one’s knovvledge into action with Lhings 
as they are, not as they ought to be, so that one can d e m o n stra te
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ones knowledge. An inability to act is a failure to be a m anager  at ali. 
(Revans 1982, 655; my italics).

Schön: “We tb in k  up  and  try out new actions in tended  to explore the newly 
observed  p henom ena ,  test ou r  tentalive understandings of them , or 
affirm the moves we have invented to change th ings for the be t te r” 
(1988 ,  28; my italics).

“Reflec tion-in-actionnecessarily involves experiment" (Schön 1988, 
68; my italics).

1 w o u ld  ra th e r  argue tha t  Revans’ and  S c h ö n s  im m e d ia te  ac tion  h a p p e n s  
n o t  b ecau se  o f  e n g a g e m e n t  in the te m p o ra ry  t r u th ,  b u t  in o rd e r  to test 
o u r  o w n  c o n ce p t io n s .  In the ir  c ita tions im m ed ia te  ac t ion  is first a n d  
fo rem o st  e x p e r im e n t in g ,  hypo thes is  tes ting  a n d  p ro b le m  solving. T he  
le a rn e r  “m u s t  observe ,  in the real w orld ,  the  ellect o f  Lrying to ap p ly  
w h a t  h e  th in k s  he  is lea rm ng; he m u s t  receive in p u t s  a b o u t  h is  o w n  
o u t p u t s ” (R evans  1982 , 775).  It seem s typical for Revans a n d  S chön ,  
especially, th a t  learn ing , in general, o u g h t  p ro p e r ly  to be  c o n s t ru e d  in 
te rm s  o f  social s i tu a t ion s  a n d  as e x p e r im e n ts  (cf. D ew ey 19 30 ,  87). 
H ow ever ,  S c h ö n s  defin it ion  of im m ed ia te  ac t ion  is essentia lly  different 
th a t  o f  R evans’. Revans’ lea rners  learn w ith  a n d  from each  o th e r  h o w  to 
deal w i th  th e i r  u rg e n t  a n d  responsib le  troubles .  T h ey  are  eq ua ls  before  
th e i r  t rou b les .  A S ch ö n ian  learner, in tu r n ,  s u b m i t s  to authority .  His 
part ly  ‘w o rd le s s ’ d ia logue is action as im itation, w h ic h  refers h e re  to  a 
Creative a n d  construc tive  process31, no t b l ind  m im icry  (M cK innon  1989). 
A le a rn e r  “m ay  be  h e lp e d  ... w i th o u t  reco u rse  to  verba l d esc r ip t io n .  A 
co ach  can  sh o w  he r  exam ples,  n o nex am p les  an d  varia tions  of the quali ty  
in q u e s t io n  .. .” (Schön  1988 ,  160). E ither th is  ac t ion  d oes  n o t  h a p p e n  
in o rd e r  to engage  w ith  the  tem porary  tru th ,  b u t  it is a m as te r -ap p ren t ice  
r e la t io n 32. In im ita tion  a learner m us t  t ru s t  the  m a s te r s  ex am ple  (Polanyi 
1 9 6 4 b ,  15). A le a rne r  follows his m as te r  b ecau se  h e  t ru s ts  his  m a n n e r  
o f  d o in g  th in g s  even w h e n  he can no t  analyze a n d  a c c o u n t  in deta i l  for 
its effectiveness. By w a tc h in g  the m as te r  a n d  em u la t in g  his e lfo rts  in 
th e  p re sen ce  of h is  exam ple ,  the lea rn e r  u n c o n sc io u s ly  p icks  u p  th e  
ru le s  o f  the  art ,  in c lu d in g  those w hich  are n o t  exp lic it ly  k n o w n  to the  
m a s te r  h im self .  These  h id d e n  rules can be  ass im ila ted  on ly  by a p e rs o n  
w h o  s u r r e n d e r s  h im se lf  to tha t  ex tent u ncri t ica lly  to the  im ita t io n  o f  
an o th e r .  (Po lany i 19 64 a ,  53.) A learner th u s  re p re se n ts  a reco gn i t ion  o f  
th e  a u th o r i ty  o f  th a t  w h ich  he is going to lea rn  a n d  o f  those  from w h o m
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he is going to learn it. As a learner m atu res he will rely for h is heliefs 
less and  less on  au lho rity  and  m ore and  m ore on  h is ow n judgm en t. 
(Polanyi 1964a, 45 .) Also M ezirow m en lio n s m odeling  as “extrem ely 
use iu l in  b ring ing  abou t m ajor transform ative changes” (1991c, 218).

In ad d ilio n  to im m ediate action, these theorists  taik abou t action of 
an o th er k in d  of quality, delayed action. A learner m ay have acqu ired  an 
ability to act, w hile he does n o l always exercise it (Saugstad 1992). 
S chön sees th is delayed action  as a m ore diffuse process of ‘b ackg round  
lea rn in g ’ and  argues tha t ‘b ackg round  learn in g ’ absorbed  in a p racticum  
m ay becom e ev ident only w hen  the learner en ters a new  contex t, w here 
he sees w hat he has learned, as he detects how  different he is from 
those  a ro u n d  h im . F u rtherm ore , ‘back g ro u n d  learn in g ’ often  proceeds 
without conscious awareness, a lthough  a learner m ay becom e aware of it 
la ter on, as he m oves in to  a different se tting  (Schön 1988, 38; my ital- 
ics). In fact, th is defin ition  of b ack g ro u n d  learn ing  greatly resem bles 
the  process of ind iv idual developm ent (see page 93). M ezirow (1991c, 
203) w rites abou t the sam e thing: “The learner sh o u ld  n o t be den ied  a 
full u n d ers ta n d in g  of h is situation , feelings and  resources, even if it is 
im practical to act u p o n  th a t und erstan d in g . It is always acceptable to 
postpone. acting until the timing is more favorable or to iim it o n e ’s actions 
to w hat is feasible u n d e r  the circum stances. The ed u c a to rs  objective 
sh o u ld  be only  that the learner learn  freely and  decide, on  the hasis of 
the best in fo rm ation  available, w h e th e r o r n o t to act and, if so, how  and  
w h e n .” A nd K now les (1989 , 18-19), “peop le are able to apply  their 
know ledge in changing  co n d itio n s”. E xperim ents or o ther im m ediate 
action  are thus guides to ‘p ro p er’ action  la ter on. However, 1 w ould  like 
to propose on the hasis of these descrip tions th a t these tw o qualities of 
action  have diflerent m oods. Immediate action happens in order to test 
new constructions, but delayed action indicates that a learner has engaged 
with what he knows. E ngagem ent can thus be seen in delayed applica- 
tion . It is an  act of freedom .

In course  of tim e the engagem ent becom es u n d e r  consideration . 
Knowles, lor exam ple, w rites abou t “evaluation  oi learning, reaction, 
behavior, results and re-diagnosis o f learn in g  n eed s” (1 989 , 45 -49). 
F urthe rm ore , he argues tha t “the rep o rtin g  of p lans for back-hom e ap- 
p lication  is the m ost telling form  of eva lua tion” (Know les 1989, 107). 
Revans (1982 , 237; my italics), in tu rn , says tha t “w ith in  a reasonable 
lapse of tim e, they (the subjects) can  ob ta in  first-hand knowledge of the 
results o f such  tria ls”. At review  stage the sub ject decides w h e th e r his 
ju d g m e n t m ay n o t be w orth  follow ing up. It m ay well be  w o rth  of



fu r th e r  th o u g h i ,  i.e. he will re-examine its s e q u e n c e  w i th  a v iew  lo dis- 
c o v e r in g  a m o re  usefu l h y p o th es is  or th e  in c o m p le te  h y p o th e s is  re- 
q u ir e s  ex tens ion .  Mezirovv (1 991c, 2 0 2 )  c la im s th a i  “b ec a u se  th is  m o d e  
se rves  a crucia l  ad ap tiv e  function  by  h e lp in g  th e  le a rn e r  reso lve  a d i 
l e m m a  by  d if feren t ia t ing  a n d  in tegra t ing  e x p e r ie n c e  m o re  inclusively, 
th e re  is n o  real q u e s t io n  a b o u t  w h e th e r  the  le a rn e r  s h o u ld  va lue  a n ew  
pe rsp ec t iv e  over an  o ld  o n e ”. E ngagernent th u s  b e c o m e s  u n d e r  c o n -  
s id e ra t io n ,  a n d  a le a rn e r  will be c o n v m c e d  th a t  ce r ta in  th in g s  as yet 
b e y o n d  his  k n o w in g  are on  the w hole  true  a n d  va luab le ,  so  th a t  it is 
w o r th  s p e n d in g  again  h is  m o s t  in tensive  efforts o n  m a s te r in g  th e m . 1 
w o u ld  te rm  th is  m o m e n t  o f  re-evaluat ion  as a post-refleclive m om ent. 
Arise o f  th is  m o m e n t  d e p e n d s  on  where one is standing: an  a d u l t  c om es  
to  reco gn ize  tha t  h is  o w n  vers ion of the  t ru th  is c o n d i t io n e d  b y  w h e re  
h e  h a p p e n  to be s t a n d in g  at the time (see D aloz  1987 ,  142).  E ngag ing  
in p e rs o n a l  k n o w in g  is u n d e r  the a d u l t s  Control, a n d  th e re fo re  th u s  
v o lu n ta ry  (see G a rr i so n  1992).  The  o bv io u s  way, again , is to th in k  of 
eng ag e rn en t  -  a n d  p e rso n a l  k n o w in g  -  in te rm s  o f  Lemporal dim ension. 
In th is  p e rspec tive ,  th e re  are  th ings tha t are a lw ays true ,  th in g s  tha t  are 
s o m e t im e s  true ,  a n d  th in g s  th a t  are tru e  n o w 33. A Lemporal d im ension  is 
th u s  c rucia l  for the  w h o le  process of lea rn ing .  As S ch ö n  p u t s  it: “T h e  
w o rk  takes  a long tim e : t im e  to live th ro u g h  the  initial sh o c k s  o f  con fu -  
s ion  a n d  mystery, u n le a r n  initial expec ta tions ,  t im e  to  live th r o u g h  the  
le a rn in g  cycles invo lved  in any  designlike  task , to  shift  re p ea ted ly  b ack  
a n d  fo r th  b e tw e en  ref lection  on  an d  in a c t io n ” (1 9 8 8 ,  3 1 1 ;  m y  italics).

In su m ,  believing, a n d  there lore  en gagernen t ,  seem s  to  take  time. 
H o w ever ,  the  a m o u n t s  o f  tim e n eed ed  for eng ag e rn en t  vary  con s id e r-  
ab ly  (see e.g. Brookfield  1988a).  A step  aw ay from a c o m m o n ly  ju s t i -  
fied t r u th  is a long  on e ,  a n d  the ind iv idua l su b je c t  can  n o t  c a n n o t  be 
forced (cf. Mair 1980).  T he  individual su b jec t  d ec id e s  a lo n e  w h e th e r  
h e  be lieves  o r  n o t  o n  th e  bas is  of persona l re levance .  D ia logue  is par t ly  
a t r u th - s e e k in g  p ro c es s  a n d  partly an ind iv id u a l  m e a n in g - ta k in g  p ro c 
ess, a l th o u g h  th e  la tter  h a p p e n s  w ith in  d ia log ue  or after d ia logue .  More 
p ro b a b ly  it h a p p e n s  a lte r  d ialogue b ecau se  o f  th e  t im e  n e e d e d  to ap-  
p rec ia te  the  person a l  re levance  of the  n e w  tru th .  The m eaning-taking  
process is delayed hy its nature. F u r th e rm o re ,  it is an  ex p re s s io n  o f  will. If 
the  su b jec t  does  n o t  see the  new  truLh as w o r th  p e rso n a l  eng agern en t ,  
he  has  th e  “righ t to b e  s u r e ” a n d  keep  his o w n  t ru th .  As a c o n s e q u e n c e ,  
ii is crucial that the dialogue remains ‘vvi/hin proper lim its’ and leaves a reason- 
ahle margin fo r  personal judgm ent. The adu lt  lea rne r  h im se lf  is the ulti- 
m a te  ju d g e  of w h a t  h e  accep ts  as true an d  valuable  (Polanyi 1964b ,  38).
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O n the  w hole, the basic nature o f  dialogue seems Lo be epistemological. 
O ne sho u ld  first recognize the partiality  and  contingency  of o n e ’s con- 
cep tions and  secondly the  possibility  th a t these concep tions can be- 
com e m ore com prehensive th rough  d ia logue vvith the help  of opposing  
v iew poin ts  th u s lead ing  to ‘b e tte r’ concep tions (cf. U sher 1989c). Both 
testing  an d  justify ing  focus on questions of defin ing  and  refining these 
concep tions. W hat seem s to be essential here is tha t each partic ipan t 
su sp en d s  h is  concep tions and  p o in ts  o f view, w hile also h o ld in g  o ther 
concep tions and  p o in ts  of view in a su sp en se  and  giving full a tten tion  
to them . Such a tho roughgo ing  su spension  of tacit ind iv idual co n cep 
tions (and  therefore, cu ltu ra l in frastructu res, too) in the con tex t of full 
a tten tion  to the ir co n ten ts  frees the  m in d  to m ove in qu ite  new  ways 
(see Bohm  &  Peat 1989, 243). Since a real d ialogue im plies a very deep 
change in  how  the m ind  w orks, it seem s necessarily  also to p resuppose  
im agination , the free play of th o u g h t ( ib id ., 241). If these personal con 
cep tions have som eth ing  to do w ith  know ledge (see page 87 -8 8 ), then  
it is righ t to claim  that know ledge is in  a real sense a social, inter- 
sub jective m atte r (see H am lyn 1970, 284 -287 ; 1978, 24, 27). How- 
ever, a sp irit of goodw ill o r friendship  is necessary for a real d ialogue to 
take place (Bohm  (kr Peat 1989, 241).

The existential dimension of adult experiential 
learning

At first 1 asked the question : w hat k in d  of con tex t best p rom otes adu lt 
e x p e r ie n tia l  le a rn in g  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  five th e o re t ic ia n s  u n d e r  
consideration? The answ ers are given below :

A Knowlesian educative environment A Mezirowian educational setting

a sp ir it  o f  m u tu a l i t y  b e tw e en  
teach ers  and  learn ers  as jo in t 
inquirers
a fr iendly, informal and supportive 
atm osphere
exem plifies dem ocratic  values: 
adults feel accepted, respected and 
supported , valued as unique in- 
dividuals

a supportive social climate 
usually a relatively safe place to try 
out new roles and ideas 
the norm s protect learners from 
personal attack or hum iliation 
com petition  am ong learners is 
generally discouraged
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* freedom of expression vviihout. 
fear of punishment or ridicule

* sajc, caring, trusting , understanding
* encouragement of group loyalties
* a norm of interactive participaiion
* the most crucial determinant of 

climate is the reward system
* participation in decision making
* availability of information
* m u tua li ty  of responsibili ty  in 

defining goals, planning and con- 
ducting activities and evaluating

* openness of C o m m u n i c a t i o n s
* a general attitude of helpfulness 

and cooperation
* a vvillingness to accept respon

sibility
* continuous self-renewal
* comfortable physical conditions
* known by name

Kolb describes  as m any  as four
environm ents.

An affectively complex learning
environment

* experienc ing  o jco n cre te  even ts  (e.g. 
vvhal it is actually like to be a 
professional)

* learners simulate or mirror or 
reflect u pon  an experience to 
g e n e ra te  these  in s ig h ts  and 
feelings aboul themselves

* current/immcdiale information: 
often comes Irom expressions of 
feelings, values, opinions by the 
leamer in discussions with peers or 
the teacher

* expressions of feelings are en 
couraged and seen as produclive

A Schönian reflective practicum

* a virtual w orld  = a construc ted  
representa tion  of the real World 
of practice

* high in terp erso n a l in te n s ity
* a world with its own culture: own 

language, norms and rituals
* the idea of “researchlike”
* a learner is Jree o j  th e  p ressures, 

distractions and risks of the real 
world

* a learner lives in events
* demands in te n s ity  and d u ra tio n
* confusion, mystery and incon- 

guirity in the early stages of any 
reflective practicum

* the price of m aking  mistakes is 
very low

* the work of a reflective practicum 
takes a long time

pure types of su p p o r t iv e  learn ing

Perceptually complex learning
environment

* the primary goal is to u n d e rs ta n d  
something

* learners view the topic or subject 
matter from different perspectives 
(their own experience, expert o- 
pinion, literature) and in different 
ways (listen, observe, write, dis- 
cuss, act out, think, smell)

* the emphasis is more on the pro- 
cess than the solution

* learners define criteria of success 
for themselves

* individual differences are used as 
a basis for further understanding



inputs to the learning process
* learners activities often vary from 

any prior schedule as a result of 
the learners needs

* personalized feedback with regard 
to each ind iv iduals  needs and 
goals, as opposed to comparative 
( from both peers and the teacher)

* discussion and critique of how the 
course is proceeding

* the specific events within a single 
class  s e ss io n  are o f ten  m ore  
emergent than prescribed

A symbolically com plex learn ing  
environment

* the learner tries to solve a problem 
for vvhich there is usually a right  
a n s w e r  or a best solution

* the problem is abstract: removed 
from the present and presented via 
reading, data, pictures, lecture in
puts and so on

* the learner is both guided and 
constrained by externally imposed 
rules of inference

* success is measured against r igid  
c r i t e r i a  (e.g. the r igh t or best 
solution, expert opinion) imposed 
by the teacher

* emphasizes abstract conceptual- 
ization

* learners are free to explore other’s 
ideas, opinions and reactions in 
order to determine their own per- 
spective

* time is spent on looking back at 
p rev ious  steps, events  or de- 
cisions in o rder  to guide the 
learner in future activities

* s tres ses  o b se rv a t io n  and  ap- 
preciation

A behaviorally com plex  learning 
environment

* actively applying knovvledge or 
skills to a practical problem

* the problem need not have a right 
or best ansvver, bu t it does have 
to be something the learner can 
relate to, value and feel some in- 
trinsic satisfaction from having 
solved

* a “real-l ife” p ro b lem ,  case or 
simulation

* the focus is on doing
* completing the task is essential
* concerned with what effect his 

present behavior will have vis-ä- 
vis the overall task to be done

* the learner is alvvays left to make 
decisions/choices about what to 
do next or how to proceed

* su c c e ss  is m e a s u r e d  aga ins t  
criteria associated with the task 
(e.g . h o w  w ell s o m e th in g  
worked)

* stresses action taking in situations 
with real consequences



Aclion Learning happens in two related setlings:

a set:

* a small group of managers (5-6)
* su pp or t  minimizes the possibility 

of serious failure
* tests plans for ‘trials’ so thorough 

that even minor failure is unlikely
* ali that goes on in the set must 

have its counterpart in the field of 
action

a project:

* the field of action, wherein the 
real problem exists to be treated 
by other real persons in the same 
real time

* a totality of real-life conditions 
surrounding the problem

* field observations and trials
* verifies the self-understanding 

and evaluates the use made of the 
talents

Although the above descriptions concern the learning ‘environm ent’, 
they basically include things that are more m e n l a l  than environmental 
in character. Accordingly, a mental environment that suits the purposes 
of adult experiential learning seems to be sa fe ,  s u p p o r t iv e  and open .  These 
terms are again of a kind that rather create problems than clarify the 
nature of a learning environment. However, one approach to clarifymg 
these qualities further is through Rogers (1983) and Daloz’s (1987) 
theoretization. A safe mental environment arises from acceptance, prizing 
and trust, which altogether mean that a learner is not condem ned or 
judged by others. Furthermore, genuineness or realness -  i.e. ‘being 
themselves’ -  is an another characteristic of a safe environment. And 
finally, empathy guarantees that learners feel understood (Daloz 1987, 
183; Rogers 1983, 121-129; see also Claxton 1987.) Furtherm ore, 
em pathy helps the learner to understand others’ feelings and see things 
from iheir perspectives, and respect differences in how people feel and 
think about things. Kolb (1984, 202) argues that “perhaps the most 
im portant implication of the interaction between learning styles and 
learning environments is that empathy and Communication are Central 
to the teaching process. To educate means literally ‘to draw ou t”’. The 
other basic feature of mental environment is support, which could be 
defined simply by reference to three words: l is ten ing ,  c h a l le n g ing  and 
p r o v id in g  s t r u c tu r e  (see Daloz 1987, 217). The third basic feature of a 
safe environment is openness of Communication, which could be defined 
along  w ith  Knovvles as “freedom of ex p ressio n  vvithout fear of 
punishm ent or ridicule” (Knowles 1980, 47). W hat is implied by these



three features, I w ould  suggest, is tha t they are ra th e r non-educational, 
h u m a n  re sp o n s ib ilit ie s . T hese  are fea tu re s  p re se n t in ali h u m a n  
situations, vvhether they educational o r not. At th is level, partic ipan ts 
are equals -  or, in educational term s -  equal se lf-educators, w hich is 
em phasized  especially by Revans: “those best able to help  in developing 
the sei f are those com rades in adversity  w ho also struggle to u n d erstan d  
them selves” (Revans 1982, 632). Ali learners have sim ilar responsibilities 
and  the p ro ced u res  are qu ite  co m m o n p lace  and  familiar: the sam e 
procedures vvith w hich sensitive friends treat us w hen  we tu rn  to them  
for help . As a consequence, se lf-ed u catio n  is p resen t in  ali h u m an  
situations, inc lud ing  occasions w here the se lf-educator is facilitating 
the leam ing  efforts of o ther se lf-educators (cf. C allender 1992).

But how  does a safe, supportive  and  open  env ironm ent arise? I vvould 
answ er that it presupposes learners w ho carry those characteristics. How, 
then , does a learner becom e safe, sup p o rtiv e  and  open? Schön seem s to 
believe at least partly that they are in b o rn  social abilities, the learners 
“generic com petences for C om m unication, experim en tation  and  im ita- 
tio n ” and Aa capacity for cognitive risk -tak in g ” (Schön 1988, 118, 139). 
Some (or even m ost) educational theorists, in  tu rn , believe tha t these 
abilities can be im proved by ed ucation  and  train ing. 1 vvould ra the r 
agree w ith Schön tha t these general, h u m a n  abilities are partly inborn . 
This does no t necessarily m ean  th a t a h u m an  being  can no t im prove 
these abilities, b u t perhaps th is im provem en t h ap p en s unconsciously, 
as development does as a vvhole (see page 97). 1 vvould give one m ore 
reason for th is argum ent. The reason  is again K antian. Broadly speak- 
ing, ali these h u m an  abilities cou ld  be inc luded  in Kant’s categorical 
im perative and  K ants ethics. At the  heart of K ants th ink ing  is the u n - 
derstand ing  tha t the categorical im perative is universal, because it ap- 
plies at every m om en t in an in d iv id u als  life. To be a rational person , in 
Kants view, is no t to be sub ject to ever chang ing  d irections of choice 
and  resolve, bu t to m ake the choice th a t b rings ali o n e’s choices u n d e r 
a com prehensive policy of choice, o r w hat Kant calls a “m axim ” (see 
page 96). If a person  is to be moral , th is m axim  m ust involve uncond i- 
tional obedience to the d ictates of the categorical im perative. “A mor- 
ally good person , therefore, is one w ho agrees to live up to th is s ta n d 
ard, w ho never allow s m erely private vvilling to  govern conduct, and 
w ho alvvays subm its  each specific choice to the test of universal accept- 
ability as law.” (G reen 1992, 152.) O n th is basis, it seem s to m e certain  
that there are a priori elem ents in o u r m oral behavior. It also seem s 
certain  tha t it is behavior tha t necessarily  takes in to  account o th e r per-

120



so n s  a n d  the ir  s i tua t ions .  But a h u m a n  b e in g  still h a s  th e  freedom  to act 
o r  no t.

Accordingly, th e  b e d ro c k  of the l e a r n e r s  social abil it ies is self-disci-  
pline; a v i r tu o u s  life is b ased  on self-con tro l  (see also G o lem an  1996 ,  
2 8 5 ) .  To be  m oral (o r rat ional in the K an tian  sense)  m e a n s  b e in g  able  
to  p u t  aside o n e s  self-centered  Focus a n d  im p u lse s .  T h is  has,  in  tu rn ,  
social benefits ,  s ince  it o p en s  the way to b e in g  a safe, s u p p o r t iv e  a n d  
o p e n  p a r tn e r  in a dialogue. In ad d it io n  to  the  ep is tem o lo g ica l  d i m e n 
s ion  o f  a d ia logue, feelings and  em o t io n s  are  p re s e n t ,  too. But th ey  are 
p re s e n t  in tw o  senses. Firstly, e m o t io ns  a n d  feelings are p re se n t  in  tacit 
fo rm  a n d  exert  an  ind irec t  influence, ho w ev er ,  o n  d ia logue. O n  th e  
o th e r  h a n d ,  the  le a rn e r  m ay  also Focus o n  c o g n i t io n s  about feelings, o n  
a p p re c ia t in g  o th e r s ’ feelings a n d  his o w n  feelings (see G o le m an  1996 ,  
40) .  E m o t io n s  are, hovvever, rarely p u t  in to  w o rd s ;  far m o re  o f ten  they  
are  e x p re s sed  th ro u g h  o th e r  cues (G o lem an  1996 ,  96) .  T hu s ,  im p ro v -  
in g  o n e ’s social abilities m eans , in sh o r t ,  l e a rn in g  to m a n a g e  e m o t io n s  
o r  re a d  em o t ion s .  T his  inc ludes ,  for e x a m p le ,  b e in g  b e t t e r  able to  take  
a n o th e r  p e r s o n s  perspective , im p ro v ed  e m p a th y  a n d  sensitiv ity  to o t h 
e rs ’ feelings, b e in g  be t te r  at l is tening to o th e r s ,  h a v in g  an  inc rea sed  
ab il ity  to analyze  a n d  u n d e rs ta n d  re la t io n sh ip s  (see G o le m a n  1996 ,  
2 8 4 -2 8 5 . )  Ali th is  refers to w h a t  Revans d esc r ib e s  as ‘d e v e lo p in g  the  
se l f ’. So, w e  c o m e  b a ck  to the defin it ion  o f  d e v e lo p m e n t .  Is it p oss ib le  
to co n sc io u s ly  dev e lo p  abilit ies of this  k in d ?  O r  it is j u s t  th a t  it ‘h a p -  
p e n s ’ to th e  in d iv id u a l  subject?

A n o th e r  (a l th o u g h  based  on  a different e p is tem o lo g y  th a n  K an ts)  
ex p la n a t io n  for b e in g  safe, su pp o r t ive  a n d  o p e n  c o u ld  be  b a se d  o n  the  
idea o f  part ic ipa to ry  co nsc iousness34. It is a m o d e  o f  consc iousness  w h ich  
c o u ld  be de f ined  a w ay of k n o w in g  (“a l lo c e n tr ic ”) th a t  is c o n c e rn e d  
w ith  b o th  “th e  to tali ty  of the act of in te re s t” a n d  w i th  the  “p a r t ic ip a t io n  
of th e  total p e r s o n ” (of the  kn ow er)  (S chach te l  1959 ,  22 5 ;  H e sh u s iu s  
1994) .  It req u i re s  an  a tt i tude  oi profound openness a n d  receptivity. Par
t ic ip a to ry  c o n sc io u sn ess  is not “a b o u t” s o m e th in g  o r  so m e o n e ;  it refers 
to ‘b e in g  w i th ’ s o m e th in g  o r  som eone .  T h u s  m u tu a l i ty  a n d  eth ica li ty  
are  at o n ce  e m b e d d e d  in a p a r t ic ip a to ry  m o d e  o f  co n sc io u sn ess .  E thics 
a n d  ep is te m o lo g y  are  acknovvledged as indivis ib le .  “P a r t ic ipa t ion  o f  the  
to tal p e r s o n  req u ire s  an a tt i tude  of p ro f o u n d  o p e n n e s s  a n d  receptiv i ty ; 
o n e  is t u m e d  tovvard a n o th e r  (h u m a n  o r  n o n h u m a n )  ‘vvithout b e in g  in 
n e e d  o f  it’ o r  vvanting to appropr ia te  it to ach ieve  s o m e th in g .” (H esh u s iu s  
1 9 9 4 . )  T h e  p a r t ic ipa to ry  consc iou sn ess  is in te re s t in g  in this  c o n n e c -  
t io n  b e c a u se  it in c lu d es  an  a tt i tude  of receptivity , w h ic h  was a lready



cliscussed on page 66. C ou ld  receptiv ity  and  K antian radona lity  to- 
gether conslitu te  the h u m an  beings basic abilities to m eet o thers, to 
cope in the social w orld? C ould  these tw o basic abilities be those tha t 
define the w hole natu re  of dialogue?

The ansvver could  be positive. The p artic ipan ts  in a d ialogue nam ely 
‘b rin g ’ the ir abilities in to  the dialogue. In the d ialogue the social abili
ties of learners have a com pelling  natu re : they are real, constra inm g  
and  enabling  forces (cf. S ilverm an 1986, 77-78). Together they consti- 
tu te  a tacit in frastructu re  of existential d im ension  tha t pervades the 
w hole w ork  and  th o u g h t of those involved. In fact, the p artic ipan ts  in 
the d ialogue will be in  different “phases” in relation  to these social abili
ties. The quality  o f social abilities can th u s  also inh ib it the fulfillm ent of 
dialogue. But it can be claim ed tha t if an  ind iv idual p artic ip an t is b o th  
rational in the Kantian m anner and  recep tive at least to a certain  de- 
gree, it is also possible for h im  to be sensitive, to le ran t and  fair -  ali 
qualities needed  in  the epistem ological d im ension  of dialogue. Taken 
together, if these social abilities are in good fit, the p artic ipan ts in  a 
dialogue are able to detect and  have insigh ts abou t o th e rs’ concep tions 
and  o th e r concerns. In th is w ay negotiation  on  d isagreem ents and  S o 

lu tions in  o rder to justify  the collective construc tion  as tru th  also suc- 
ceeds. These considerations lead  m e to  suggest at the m o m en t tha t at 
the heart o f existential d im ension  is the h u m a n  being’s m oral conscious- 
ness, the fam ed “categorical im perative”, vvhose m ain fo rm ulation  is, “I 
sho u ld  never act in  such  a way tha t 1 cou ld  n o t also will tha t m y m axim  
sho u ld  be a universal law.” (K ant 1959, 18). In the  existential d im en 
sion the  m ajor focus is on social rela tionsh ips and  self-aw areness. This 
k ind  of m ental ‘env ironm ent’ constitu tes, in Knovvles’ (1990, 123) words, 
An Atmosphere of Adultness, b u t is cou ld  also be nam ed  An Almosphere of 
Humanity.  This leads us back to consider, w hat is developm ent? Fur- 
therm ore , w hat is precisely the  difference betvveen hum an ity  and  adult- 
hood?

In total, the existential d im ension  is co n cern ed  w ith  the learn ers  
basic be ing-in -the-w orld , a vvorld oi ‘n a tu ra l a tlitu d e ’ inc lud ing  em o- 
tions and  leelings. 1 w ould  like to argue tha t iho basic nature of dialogue 
is defined primarily through ihe existential dimension, which, in turn, de- 
pends upon the quality of thefirst-order experiences or life-experiences of the 
participants Learners do not operate in an epistem ological vacuum  vvithin 
a dialogue, b u t the epistem ological d im ension  is organized around th is 
existential d im ension . Because of the natu re  of being -in -the -w orld  and , 
therefore, the existential d im ension , there is no  possibility  for any k in d
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of adequate procedure vvithin this dom ain (see also Reinharz 1989). 
Being-in-the-world is alvvays prejudiced and personal, and the basic 
character of a dialogue is determined by taking ali the participating 
learners’ personal life-worlds together. As a consequence, dialogical situa- 
tions are alvvays fresh and unique (see also Grow 1991; Swain 1991). 
From this point of view, the importance of the mental environm ent 
over any andragogical ‘techniques’ vvill be understood. A favorable 
mental environment can not be ‘created’, it ju st arises or not with the 
participants equipped as they are vvith varied ‘natural attitudes’ and 
social abilities. In addition, the existential dim ension is running up 
against the limits of language (cf. Roberts 1992, 154), and things within 
it are mostly transm itted mdirectly. To conclude, the roots of both indi- 
vidual learning and participating in dialogue build  on this existential 
dimension. The same principles that can be usefully advanced to ex- 
plain first-order experiences seem to work equally vvell in explaining 
basic behavior in the dialogic context.

Necessary responsibilities for an adult educator

W hat kind of implications do the individual dim ensions and the social 
dimensions to g e th e r  (c o m b in e d ) have for the responsibilities of an adult 
educator? I would argue that they have at least three ep is te m o lo g ic a l  
implications for the educators vvork. This is not, hovvever, a list of 
standards or minim um  competencies (see e.g. Connelly &  Light 1991; 
0 ’Gorman 1989), but, more precisely, a sum m ary of necessary areas in 
which an adult educator is responsible in relation to adult learners.

Firstly, the educator should have ability to identify and define learn
ers’ different epistemological perspectives35 (see Lyons 1990). These 
epistemological perspectives interpenetrate the existential dimension 
and therefore, the totality of first-order experiences. Learners are knovv- 
ers, who have their own specific, personal contents of knovving (see 
Lyons 1990; McEvvan 1989). They hold various epistemological per
spectives due to their unique sets of fiqst-order experiences. At first, an 
adult educator should get an idea of these specific, personal contents of 
knovving that each learner already possesses, i.e. traditionally speak- 
ing, the content of the learners knovvledge. On the vvhole, sensitivity of 
the adult educator is required to learners’ realities and life-vvorlds in 
order to recognize the q u a l i t y  of this knovving, m cluding ‘the places of 
inadequacies’ (cf. van Manen 1990, 2). Furtherm ore, an adult educator
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shou ld  be skilled in separating  sim ple m isu n d ers ta n d in g  from patho- 
logical d isto rtions (see e.g. R icouer 1991, 304). “H ere il is necessary  lo 
m ake a careful d islinction  betvveen adu lts  w ho are having  com m only  
encoun tered  difficulties in dealing w ith fam iliar life Iransilions and  ihose 
w ho have exlrem e neuro lic , psycholic or soc iopalh ic  d iso rders and  re- 
quire psycholherapy”, says Mezirow (1991c, 205; see also W ilson 1986). 
Such disorders call for m ore explicitly ih e rap eu tic  ra lh e r than  educa- 
lional interventions (H ari 1990). Consequenlly, lo recognize ihe bounda- 
ries of ind iv idual learners know ing  is one of ihe m osl im p o rlan t ele- 
m enis in an ed u cato rs  w ork. In fact, the inadequacies o fk n o m n g  are the 
basis oj the educators work.

Secondly, lo generale and  selecl educalive seco n d -o rd e r experiences 
w ith parlicu lar learners ai a parlicu lar lim e is an o ih e r  o f the ad u lt ed u 
cators responsibilities36. For this generation  of second-o rder experiences 
an educalo r takes cues from the learners them selves, from the ir episte- 
m ological perspectives. W hat m atlers in  th is p rocess of generation  is 
con tinu ily  betvveen first-order experiences and  se co n d -o rd e r experi
ences in  term s of Kantian categories. Seeing con lin u ily  from anothers 
viewpoint is n o t an easy task, since il is h a rd  to derive every th ing  tha t is 
significant from the backg round  of the iearnehs descrip tions, w hether 
they are com m unicated  by w ords o r by action. Il is even hard e r to find 
ou t ju s t how  to lead learners tovvards m ore ex ten d ed  o r deeper know l- 
edge. The educato r shou ld , hovvever, be avvare of the po ten tia lities  for 
leading learners into new  fields w hich belong  to experiences already 
had , and  he sh o u ld  use th is know ledge as his criterion  for the selection 
and  arrangem enl of the seco n d -o rd er experiences tha t will possibly get 
learners to start learn ing  (see also Dewey 1951, 86). It is th u s  the re- 
sponsib ility  of the educato r to  choose h u n ch e s  th a t are likely to solve 
the situation  positively from the learner’s v iew poin t. Because of varia- 
tions in first-order experiences, w hat are ‘good co n d itio n s’ for one learner 
in one stage of developm enl may no t be ‘good  co n d itio n s’ lor ano ther 
learner or even for the sam e learner at a d ifferent stage of developm enl 
(see Grow 1991). Therelore, the ed ucato r has a responsib ility  to p resen t 
a range of different perspectives on  the top ic at h a n d  (see Daloz 1987, 
123). As Schön pu ts it, the coachs “virtuosity  lies in h is ability to string  
o u t design w ebs of great com plex ily” (1988 , 62). T his guaran tees at 
least m ore possibilities for learners to find continuily . In sum , the e d u 
cator assesses the learners’ epistem ological ‘level’ as know ers and  in tro- 
duces specific p rocedures for know ing , ones he believes will p rom ote  
o r challenge his learners’ epistem ological progress. In short, he assesses
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his  le a rn e r s ’ s tances  tow ard s  know ing .  In a d d i t io n ,  th is  respo ns ib i l i ty  
invo lves  b o th  th e  presentalion of k n o w le d g e  -  o f  the  to p ic  at h a n d  -  a n d  
a p a r t icu la r  k in d  of knovvledge construction.

T h e  th i rd  responsib i l i ty  of the e d u c a to r  is to g u id e  th e  le a rn ing  dia- 
lo gu e ,  especially  in th e  con tex t of te s t in g  a n d  ju s t i f ic a t io n 37. It is the  
b u s in e s s  o f  the  e d u c a to r  to see in w h a t  d i r e c t io n  the  d is cu ss io n  is h e a d -  
tng  vvithin th e  epis tem ologica l  d im e n s io n  (see also D ew ey  19 51 ,  32). 
T h is  c o u ld  p r im ar i ly  h e  do n e  by a sk in g  q u es t io n s .  T he  art o f  q u e s t io n -  
in g  is tha t  o f  b e in g  able  to go on a sk in g  q u e s t io n s  (van M an en  1990 ,  
9 8 -9 9 ) .  T he  r igh t k in d  of q u e s t io n in g  c o u ld  be  m o r e  a n d  m o re  dis- 
c r im in a t in g  qu es t io n in g ,  w h ich  Law rence  (1 9 8 9 )  sugges ts  is the  key 
fea ture  o f  A c tion  Learning. This k in d  of q u e s t io n in g  c o u ld  e n h a n c e  
le a rn e r s ’ o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to see the topic  from d if fe ren t p e rsp ec t ives  a n d  
th u s  sp e e d  u p  the  process  of learning. In fact, these  a r r a n g e m e n ts  cre- 
a te w i th in  d ia log ue  a s t ru c tu re  inside vvhich le a rn e rs  can  ex p lo re  th e i r  
o w n  pe rsp ec t iv e s  a n d  those  of a few in te re s te d  o th e rs .  T he  e d u c a to r  
h a s  a resp on s ib i l i ty  to gu ide  the sensitiv ity  o f  le a rn e rs  to  the  w ays  in 
w h ic h  the  d ia log ue  p roceeds .  U n d e r  th e  top ic  b e in g  d iscu ssed ,  th e  e d u 
ca to r  m o n i to r s  h o w  d isc r im in a t ion  b e tw e e n  s im ila r i t ies  a n d  differences 
d ev e lo ps ,  a n d  d oes  n o t  oversimplify th e  s i tu a t io n  by  ig n o r in g  th e m  or  
m in im iz in g  th e i r  p o ten t ia l  im portance .  T he  m o re  d ifferent th in g s  are, 
th e  g rea te r  m a y  be th e  im p ortance  in see in g  h o w  th ey  are similar, a n d  
l ikewise, the  m o re  s im ila r  th ings are, th e  g rea te r  m ay  be  the  va lue  in 
p e rce iv ing  th e i r  difference (Bohm &r Peat 19 89 ,  49 ) .  In sho r t ,  the  e d u 
c a to r  has  a resp on s ib i l i ty  ‘to keep  alive’ th e  sp i r i t  o f  s u s p e n d e d  j u d g -  
m e n t ,  a lo n g  w i th  a p r im a ry  interest in th e  c rea t io n  o f  a c o m m o n  c o n 
s t ru c t io n  (see Bohm  &r Peat 1989, 24 7 ) .  To b e  a te ac h e r  o f  th is  sort,  
the re fo re ,  o n e  m u s t  be ‘at h o m e ’ in tho se  areas  th a t  le a rn e rs  m ay  find 
a n x ie ty -p ro v o k in g .

T aken toge ther ,  these  three responsib i l i t ies  p lace  Special d e m a n d s  
o n  the  e d u c a t o r s  ow n  d e p th  of u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  the  s t ru c tu re s  o f  th e  
top ic ,  as well as o n  the  e d u c a to rs  a l t i tud es  to w a rd  a n d  e n th u s ia s m  for 
it (see Llamlyn 1967; S h u lm an  1987). L ea rn ing  ac tua lly  arises o u t  o f 
th e  o rg a n iz a t io n  thai lics in k n o u ic d g e  (B oh m  &r Peat 1989 , 190). Ac- 
cordingly, th e  e d u c a to r  has his m ain  responsib i l i ty  in re la tion  to k n o w l-  
ed ge  o f  the  top ic ,  since  he serves as the  p r im a ry  so u rc e  o f  the  le a rn e r s  
u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  it (Lyons 1990; S h u lm a n  1987).  T h e  e d u c a to r ’s s tance  
to w a rd s  k n o w le d g e  of the  topic will d e te r m in e  th e  in te ra c t io n s  in  the  
le a rn in g  s i tu a t io n .  T he  concepL of teac h ing  is, ho w ever ,  tr iad ic  in  na-  
tu r e :  a t e a c h e r ,  s o m e o n e - to - b e - t a u g h t  a n d  som e th ing - to -be - taugh l
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(M cEw an 1989). W hat the  ed u ca to r know s ab o u t the  to p ic38 is funda- 
m ental to the success of the  lea rn ers’ acquisition  of knovvledge of the 
topic. E ducato r’s task  is, how ever, w holly  m terp re ta tive , since he is the 
one w ho adap ts the co n ten ts  o f the  top ic in the light o f h is u n d ers tan d - 
ing of the b ackg round  knovvledge of the learners (see McEvvan 1989). 
As a consequence, the ad u lt ed ucato r needs a b road  overvievv and  deep 
conceptual involvem ent in the sub ject if he is to open  u p  larger frame- 
w orks for the learners. F rom  th is p o in t of view, it is necessary  that 
educatobs lim ita tions.are w ider th an  those of the learners, and that he 
know s those lim ita tions in h im self (see C laxton 1987; L ehtinen  1990, 
39). In sum , ind iv idual learm ng  u n d e r  social in te rac tio n  is gu ided  by 
the educators knowledge of the content (Shulm an 1987). Hovvever, the 
educato r as a know er has exactly the sam e p roperties as the learners: 
the educato r has h is ow n  inadequacies and  lim ita tions vvithin the epis- 
tem ological d im ension . T herefore, the educato r can also lim it the leam - 
er’s possibilities (see W acks 1987). For exam ple, ed u c a to rs  knovvledge 
m ay be im plicit only and  u n expressed  even to h im self (see e.g. Schön 
1988, 29-31 , 82-84).

As a result, the acceptance of au tho rity -o rien ta tion39 is necessary from 
the epistem ological p o in t of vievv40. An ad u lt ed u cato r and  an adu lt 
learner are n o t equals in te rm s of the top ic at h an d , b u t the  educato r 
knovvs som eth ing  vvhich the ad u lt learner does n o t knovv yet (see Daloz 
1987, 185; King 1980; K rohn 1981, 120-121; S hu lm an  1987). T here
fore the adu lt learner m ay becom e tem porarily  d ep e n d e n t on  the e d u 
cator in the face of new  top ics o r know ledge (G row  1991). How ever, 
the ed u ca to rs  au thority  seem s to be  justified  from the  epistem ological 
po in t o f view, b u t it sh o u ld  n o t lead  to its unqualified  acceptance. A u
thority  does n o t m ean  in d o c trin a tin g  the learners w ith  su p p o sed  ‘right 
answ ers’, or leaving them  in a m ethodological vacuum  in w hich  one 
answ er is as good as an o th er (see W ilson 1986). It does n o t m ean right 
answ ers in o rder to educate, b u t to believe tha t righ t answ ers are possi- 
ble (W ilson 1986). The te rm  ‘coach ing ’, w hich Schön uses, is an au- 
tho rity -o rien ted  term  (G row  1991). Schön has described  this au th o r
ity -orien tation  as follows: a learner adop ts  a particu la r k tnd  of stance, 
“tak ing  responsibility  lor se lf-education  and at the sam e tim e rem ain ing  
d ep en d en t on  the teacher, o p en  to the coachs h e lp ” (1988 , 120). A 
S chönian learner is thus n e ith e r in d e p en d e n t o r d ep en d en t, b u t in ter- 
d ep en d en t w ith  the educator. In o rder to u n d e rs ta n d  the quality  of 
au thority  in experien tial learn ing , the natu re  of th is  in te rdependence  
m ust first be clarified an d  it m u st be accepted  tha t the balance o( inter-
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dependence vvill dynam ica lly shift Irom  one circumstance to another. 
The adu lt learner also has a possibility to c ritica lly  question au tho rity  
(see Yonge 1985). As Schön puis il, “nogotiation o f the ladder o f reflec- 
tio n  offers possible responses to a student’s doubts about the value o f 
her ins truc to rs  message. A successful dialogue o f student and coach 
need no t end in  the students compliance vvith the coachs in ten tions .” 
(Schön 1988, 1 16). Knovvles too describes some k in d  o f release from  
the au tho rity -o rien ta tion : “ Pedagogical Strategies are appropriate, b u t 
on ly  up to the p o in t at w h ich  the learner has acquired suffic ient know l- 
edge o f the content to be able to start engaging in  self-d irected in q u iry  
about i t ” (Know les 1989, 112-113).

From the epistemological po in t of view, the adu lt learner is “con- 
dem ned to lis ten ” , as Revans (1982, 319) puts it. Because we can come 
to know  about conceptual tru ths on au tho rity  ra ther than by under- 
s tanding (H am lyn  1978, 284-287), “it w o u ld  be a vvaste o f resources to 
expect the students to discover them (some existing program m e) un- 
a ided” (Revans 1982, 657). Furthermore, at times there is need o f tech- 
n ica l ins truc tion  or programmed know ledge, the role o f w h ich  is to 
develop the sk ills  for solving puzzles in  the appropriate profession, 
trade or technology (1985, 18). “ But where ideas cannot be represented 
by some existing programme, nobody can find  an existing reference to 
precisely w hat should be done; those caught up in  the event have to 
decide for themselves w hat to do. They m ust learn autonom ously.” 
(Revans 1982, 657.) These citations refer to the concept o f ‘objective ’ 
know ledge, w h ich  was discussed in chapter 3 as a separate entity. But, 
in  fact, by in te rp re ting  content o f the top ic  for audiences, i.e. learners, 
the adu lt educator is the lin k  betvveen that ‘ob jective ’ knovvledge and 
learners personal knovving (see also McEvvan 1987).

In add ition  to these epistemological ties, an adu lt educator is tied to 
adu lt learners existentially. W hat are then the responsib ilities o f the 
educator? W ith in  the existential dimension the educators respons ib ili
ties are those described on pages 119-120: the same as those w h ich  
sensitive and supportive  friends show us when we tu rn  to them  for 
help. The existential d im ension thus clocs demand a relationship o f equals 
(see e.g. Nolan 1989). W hat does “help a fr iend ” mean in this context? 
It is the same as being safe, supportive and open. A li five theorists refer 
to th is k in d  o f ‘he lp ing ’ to a greater or lesser extent. M ezirow h igh ligh ts  
that “ the re la tionship  between educator and adult learner in  th is k in d  
o f learn ing  (transform ative) is like that o f a menlor  try ing  to help a 

f r iend  decide how  to deal w ith  a significant life  problem  that the friend
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m ay n o t yet have clearly identified  as the source of h is d ilem m a” (1991, 
223; my italics). Kolb, in lu rn , says th a t the teacher “relates to  learners 
on a personal basis” and  “is m ore often a colleague than  an au th o rity ” 
(Kolb 1984, 198). Knovvles lists m any things: “to accep t learners as 
persons of w orth  and  respect the ir feelings and  ideas”, “to b u ild  rela- 
tionsh ips of m u tu a l trust and  helpfu lness am ong  learners by encourag- 
ing cooperative activities and  refraining from  inducing  com petitiveness 
and  ju d g m en ta ln ess” and “to expose h is ow n feelings and  con tribu te  
resources as a co learner in  the sp irit of m u tua l inquiry, shared  respon- 
sib ility”. F urtherm ore , he claim s tha t a teacher sh o u ld  “be op en  and  
skillful in establishing a supporta tive  clim ate (h ard -to -accep t inform a- 
tio n )”. (Knovvles 1980, 49; my italics.) As argued on  page 120, w ith in  
the existential d im ension  h u m an  beings are self-educators, and  th ings 
canno t be forced. I w ou ld  like to argue tha t w ith in  th is  d im ension  ali 
th is adds u p  to one im portan t th ing  for the responsib ilities  o f the edu- 
cator: m an ipu la tion  is totally ou t of question . C onsequently , ali an  edu- 
cator can do is to be him self. W hat k in d  of m ental env ironm en t arises, 
is, of course, d ep en d en t on  the educator. But this d ep en d s on  the edu- 
ca to r’s ow n level of developm ent on  the way to ‘full a d u lth o o d ’. He 
canno t be any saler, m ore suppo rtive  or m ore op en  than  the sum  of his 
social abilities. O ne piece of advice could  be given w ith  Daloz: “T hrough- 
o u t the w hole process it is valuable to keep one eye on the relationship 
itself” (Daloz 1987, 127).

H itherto , the discussion has m ostly been abou t ideal situations. How - 
ever, com plete contact w ith o th e rs  view  p o in t is n o t easy to gain, and, 
for exam ple, u n restric ted  and u n co n s tra in ed  d ialogue se ldom  h ap p e n s  
and  is difficult to achieve (see R icoeur 1991, 306 -3 0 7 ). But in  fact, 
d ialogue -  and  social in te raction  itself -  is a field of possib le conflicts 
due to the conflictual na tu re  of social practice (Bohm  &r Peat 1989, 70; 
Lave &  W enger 1994, 49; see also M cPeck 1992). M any sources of 
breakdovvn are p resen t and , for exam ple, d ia logue can be b locked  or 
b roken  for m any reasons. Also, M ezirow ’s d iscussion  of the ideal situa- 
tion  has been criticized for failing to m corpo rate  the possibility  of m ul- 
tiple valid vievvpoints (C lark &r W ilson 1991). T hus social in teraction  
does no t alvvays proceed conveniently  and  smoothly. S ch ö n (1 9 8 8 , 137), 
especially, analyses m iscom m unica tion , w hich is highly probab le ac- 
cord ing  to him . “C om m unicative dead  en d s” are alvvays possib le, he 
says. Below is a list of som e of the problem s w hich  the theorists u n d e r  
study  m ention  concern ing  social in teraction .
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A list of the problems:

* impediments of ambiguity, vagueness and inexpressibility (Schön)
* syslemalic miscommunicalion (Schön)
* instructions are always and inevitably incomplete; this instructional gap 

may be of several kinds: not specific enough, ambiguous, strange (Schön)
* a designers inability to say what he knows (Schön)
* inherent inexpressibility oi some aspect of design knovvledge (Schön)
* descriptions of designing are likely to be perceived initially as confusing, 

vague, ambiguous or incomplete (Schön)
* a possibility for a ‘learning bind’: a learners initially resistant and defensive 

stance and coachs complementary stance (it is impossible for either to 
break through their mutual misunderstanding) (Schön)

* the learner becomes a c o u n t e r l e a r n e r  i.e. refuses to suspend disbelief or 
to enter into her educators’ views of designing -  except to “give what 
they want” (Schön)

* unilateral Control: withholding of negative feelings and surface rationality, 
individuals make negative attributions to others which they test only in 
the privacy of their own minds -  never publicly with the other person 
(Schön)

* defensiveness and unilateral self-protection (Schön)
* closed-system vocabulary: repeats the words learned, connecting them 

to one another but to no experience or action, States the educators 
principles while performing in a manner incongruent with them and 
remaining unware of that fact (Schön)

* some learners may refuse to be led before even having mastered the 
elements of their subject (Schön)

* when each party is caught up in an effort to achieve his own objectives 
and win at the others expense, he is unlikely to reflect on his underlying 
value assumptions, invite the others challenges, test what the other makes 
of his utterances or surface the dilemmas he experiences (Schön)

* a learner must construct the meanings of teachers actions even though 
his meanings are likely to conflict with her own (Mezirovv)

* a learner, seeking to interpret an instruetors criticism of her work, cannot 
grasp the vievv of designing that underlies the criticism (Schön)

* understandings of sludent and instructor are alvvays initially more or 
less incongruent (Schön)

* ‘overlearning’: a learner may take the view advocated by a coach as the 
one right way and follovvs experi procedures mechanically in each 
situation (Schön)
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* a learner can express only interests or needs defined vvilhin his current 
m eaning perspeclive, which the learner may, upon critical exam ination, 
find dislorting or dysfunctional (Mezirovv)

* neilher learner nor educator is able to anticipate or evoke upon  dem and 
(Mezirovv)

* the learner may have difficulty in accepting and acting upon  this new 
degree of clarity because it conflicts w ith  an estab lished  m eaning 
perspective or because of self-deception, lack of know ledge of how to 
act upon the new perspective or situational factors that preclude action 
(Mezirow)

* at the beginning, the poinL at which a com m itm ent to reflective action 
logically should follow insight, but is so threatening or dem anding that 
the learner is im m obilized (Schön)

* for the student, having a plinge into doing provokes feelings of loss 
(Schön)

* it is easy to become defensive (Schön)
* a leam ing bind: the teacher cannot teli the student w hat she needs to 

know, even if he has words for it, because the student w ould not under- 
stand him (Schön)

* learners differ in readiness to make use of a teachers descriptions (Schön)
* difficuit negotiation, com prom ise, stallm g, backsliding, seif-deception, 

failure (Mezirow)
* tunnel vision, troublesom e issues, difficulty in learning, lack motivation 

(Mezirow)

O n the w hole, these problem s co n cern  b o th  the epistem ological and  
existential d im ensions. Q uite  a lot of them  could  be explained  th rough  
the qualities o f these d im ension . But to  p resen t it in a po in ted  way, 
perhaps the basic p rob lem  concerns b o th  the relatively fixed form s of 
the ad u lts  ep istem ological perspective and  the quality  oi first-order 
experiences. Bohm &r Peat (1989 , 50) p u t it briefly and  clearly: “This 
ideal (an u n co n s tra in ed  dialogue) is no t generally  carried  o u t because 
of the com m on tendency  tow ard u nconsc ious defense of ideas w hich 
are of fundam entat sigm ficance and  w hich  are assum ed to be necessary 
to the m in d s  hab itual State of com fortab le  equ ilib rium . As a result, 
there is instead a s tro n g  d isposition  to impose fam iliar ideas, even w hen  
there is evidence tha t they may be false.” Here it shou ld  be no ted  that 
this blockage is never tolal, for everyone has som e areas tha t are still 
open  to free and  h o n est inquiry. The essential po in t, how ever, is that 
any k ind  of free m ovem ent of the m in d  creates the o p p o rtu n ity  lor 
revealing and  loosening the rigid conceptions that b lock creativity. (Bohm
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&  Peat 1989, 267.) The whole problem  of end ing  the m in d s  defense of 
its tacitly held  ideas and  assum ptions against evidence of the ir inade- 
quacy  cannot be solved in a vacuum  of epistem ological d im ension . For 
vvithin ihis epistem ological dim ension, every step  th a t is taken will, 
from  the very ou tset, be deeply cond itioned  by the au tom atic  defense 
of the  learners w hole being (cf. Bohm &  Peat 1989, 25). In add ition  to 
the best circum stances of the studen t’s m axim um  readiness to u n d erstan d  
and  coachs maximum clarity (Schön 1988, 162), also s tu d en ts  m axim um  
clarity  and coachs m axim um  readiness is necessary in  o rder to get near 
the ideal.

O ne them e has no t yet been discussed: the ad u lt ed u cato rs  ethics. 
Ethical questions and  the principles b eh ind  educating  adu lts  have been 
ignored alm ost com pletely -  w ith the exception  of M ezirow -  by these 
experientialists, a lthough  the adult educato r’s re la tionsh ip  to h is adu lt 
learners necessarily raises com plex ethical questions (see e.g. C allender 
1992; C laxton 1987; LaBoskey 1989; M erriam  1987; W ilson 1994). 
For exam ple, has the adult educator the right to “tam p er” w ith the w orld 
view of the learner (see Merriam 1987)? Mezirovv asks six questions 
concern ing  the ethics of educators w ork. Is it uneth ica l for the educa
tor: “to in tentionally  precipitate transform ative leam ing  w ithou t m ak- 
ing sure that the learner fully understands th a t such  transfo rm ation  
may result? facilitate a perspective transform ation w hen its consequences 
m ay include dangerous or hopeless actions? decide w hich  am ong a 
learners beliefs shou ld  becom e questioned or problem atized? p resen t 
h is o r her ow n perspective, vvhich may be undu ly  in fluen tial w ith  the 
learner? refuse to help  a learner pian to take action  because the ed u ca
to rs  personal convictions are in conflict w ith those of the learner? m ake 
educational in terventions w hen psychic d isto rtions ap p ear to im pede a 
learner’s progress if the educator is not trained  as a psycho therap ist?” 
Mezirovv answ ers sim ply: “1 believe that ali these th ings, if done prop- 
erly, are eth ical” and  explains his reasons for th is belief (1991c, 201- 
202; my italics.) Initiating and faci 1 itating transfo rm ation  by an ed u ca
to r is ethical, even th rough neither the educato r nor the learner can 
pred ic t the ou tcom cs of the process and even though  actions resu lting  
from  the process may be dangerous or may be im possib le to take at a 
given tim e. W hile explaining the reasons for this he says that “the learner 
learn  freely and decide, on the basis of the best in fo rm ation  available, 
vvhether or no t to act, if, how  and w hen” (1991c, 203). F u rtherm ore he 
says that “education  for transform ative learning is ethical as long as the 
educato r does no t a ttem p t to force or m anipulate  learners into accept-
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ing his/her own perspeclive bu t instead encourages learners to choose 
freely from among the widest range of relevant vievvpoints” (1991c, 
225). It is unacceptable to “sell” ones point of view or to manipulate 
learners into agreeing with it or acting upon it (Mezirovv 1991c, 203- 
204.). This explanation refers clearly to the learner’s freedom to take 
meaning and therefore, engagement. Mezirovv also discusses conflict 
betvveen educator and learners. Mezirovv adm its that “the educator is 
not ethically bound to confine the learner to the learners initial limita- 
tions or constraints in perspective” and that “if the learners decide upon 
the course of action as a result of reflective discourse that the educator 
cannot ethically accept, the educator is quite correct to vvithdravv from 
further educational interventions” (1991c, 202, 204). An adult educa
tor cannot be expected to hide their ovvn vvays of seeing and interpret- 
ing. From my point of vtevv, this suggests that vvithin the existential 
dim ension adult educator is also respected.

On the basis of Mezirovvs reasoning as given above it can be claimed 
that the problem of the adult educator’s ethics is no t solvable and m ust 
simply be m anaged rather than resolved (see Lyons 1990; see also 
Connelly &  Light 1991). This is because of the nature of the existential 
dim ension and learners and educators first-order experiences. They 
dem and only respect. At the m om ent I vvould like to propose an en- 
larged definition of ethics in this context. I p ro p o se  th a t it is seen  as o n e  o f  
th e  J o u r  d im e n s io n s , b u t th a t it ha s  a d iffe r e n l p o s itio n  f r o m  th e  o th e r  three. It 
ta k e s  in to  a c c o u n t b o th  the  e x is te n t ia l  a n d  e p is te m o lo g ic a l d im e n s io n s , a n d  
thus th e  q u a lity  o f  the  e d u c a to r s  e th ic a l b e h a v io r  is g r o u n d e d  in the  q u a lity  o f  
th e  in d iv id u a ls  e p is te m o lo g ic a l a n d  e x is te n t ia l  ‘le v e l’ ta k e n  togelher. Ali these 
three qualities or dimensions, in turn , change over time (temporal di
m ension). As a consequence, the educator’s ethical behavior depends 
upon hovv ‘developed’ he is in both the existential and epistemological 
dimension. This com bination is vvhat matters, and in  th is  w a y  a n  a d u lt  
e d u c a to r  ‘c rea tes  the  m o o d  o f  le a r n in g ’.

In sum, the relationship betvveen the adult educator and adult learner 
as hum an beings and knovvers means a process of interaction betvveen 
existential and epistemological perspectives41. The epistemological re
lationship to others is fundamental to knovving (see Chene 1983), and 
therefore the educational relationship has a clear epistemological basis. 
The educator is first and foremost a reason-giver in non-m anipulative 
vvay. Hovvever, it is the existential dim ension that gives the interaction 
its basic character, and it is prior to the epistemological dimension.
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E d u c a tin g  a d u lts  is a q u es tio n  o f  in teg ra tin g  th is  b as ic  level o f ex is ten ce  
w ith  ih e  c o n te n t o f know ledge . E p istem o log ica l p r io r it ie s  a re  th u s  in  a 
w ay m o re  im p o rta n t ih an  existenlial ones. Epislcmulogically, the interac-  

tion is necessarily  asym m etrica l ,  y e t  existentially, il is necessarily  sy m m e tr i -  

cal. As a c o n se q u e n c e , th ere  is no one vvay to  le a rn  o r  e d u c a le  so m e o n e  
in a c e r ta in  to p ic . A lth o u g h  the  em p h as is  is o n  ep is tem o lo g ica l p r io r i
ties it d o e s  n o t m ean  a re tu rn  to trad itio n . F u r th e rm o re , a g o o d  a d u lt 
e d u c a to r ’ is im p o ssib le  to  define exactly. It sh o u ld  be  ra th e r  c la im ed  
w ith  Knovvles (1 9 8 9 ) th a t “th ere  is n o  s u c h  th in g  as ‘an  e d u c a to r  o f 
a d u lts ’ in  p u re  fo rm ” (p. 137). Instead , “th e re  are  m an y  kinds  an d  de-  

grees  o f a d u lt  e d u c a to rs” ( ib id ., 137; m y ita lics). N ev erth e less , for a d u lt 
le a rn e rs  th e  re la tio n sh ip  to  the ed u ca to r -  w h e th e r  h e  is ca lled  a te a c h e r 
o r  a fac ilita to r o r  a coach  o r w hatever -  re m a in s  essen tia l in e s tab lish - 
in g  th e  q u a lity  o f th e ir  lea rn in g  (see also  C h e n e  1983 ). If th e  te ac h e r 
h a s  e v e r  b e e n  in  real d a n g e r of e lim in a tio n  (see B rookfield  19 8 8 a ), h e  is 
n o  longer.
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6 CONCLUSION

My overall assessm ent of the preced ing  analysis is that the com par- 
ison of these five theorists has been  beneficial. I have been con- 

cem ed  vvith developing a formal theory th rough  concep t analysis vvith 
the help  of ideas borrow ed from Kant (see Strauss &  C orbin  1991, 115). 
At the beg inn ing  I m ainly utilized the categories “suggested” by this set of 
landm ark  theories. These five landm ark theories, a lthough  viewing adult 
experiential learning from som ew hat different perspectives and  vvith some- 
w hat different foci and  languages of their ow n, have, however, many 
com m on them es and term s. These theories gave m e m y initial orienta- 
tion in developing the relevant categories and  their properties (Glaser &  
Strauss 1974, 79, 141). As 1 po in ted  ou t in  chap ter 1, 1 have no t been 
seeking Yes or No ansvvers, b u t the pu rpose of theory  generation, as I 
understand  it, is to suggest a new  -  and  1 hope m ore precise -  perspec- 
tive on adult experiential learning (see H utch inson  1986).

Towards a formal theory of adult experiential 
learning?

It is my in ten tion , in th is conc lud ing  chapter, to give a general profile of 
adu lt experiential learn ing  by re-construc ting  its m ain  categories. The 
sim ple figure below  (see follow ing page) seis o u t the  m ain categories 
w ith  their fundam ental p roperties and  suggests how  these categories 
com bine to  form an in tegrated  explanation .

T he m ost fu n d am en ta l ca tegory  is personal experiential knowing.  
T h roughou t th is study  the concepts ‘experience’ and  ‘know .edge’ have 
been  in tertw ined  and  have overlapped  to a g reater o r lesser ex ten t. As 
no ted  earlier, for the m ost part first-o rder experiences share the  sam e 
characteristics as personal know ledge. These tw o categories, w hich were 
p roposed  at the beg inn ing , overlap to a greater ex ten t th an  m erits their
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F igure  1. P erso n a l e x p e r ie n tia l  k n o w in g  ‘m e e ts ’ s e c o n d -o rd e r  e x p e r ie n c e s

being treated as two separate issues. It seems reasonable, therefore, to 
put them  together in a single category having the basic qualities of ta c i t , 
h o lis tic , ‘I r u e ’ and in a d e q u a te . Personal experiential knowing is knovving 
from the first-person perspective. Furthermore, 1 suggest that personal, 
experiential knovving has a rigid part and a flexible part. In order to 
explain how these rigid and flexible parts work 1 use some of Lakatoss 
(1979) concepts. The rigid part is a ‘ha rd  co re ’, which contains the learn- 
er’s most fundamental conceptions. Around this ‘hard core’ is a p ro te c -  
tiv e  b e lt, which contains more flexible conceptions, ‘auxiliary hypoth- 
eses’.

Now, as defined earlier, adult experiential learning is a re -c o n s tru c -  
tio n  process, which remedies the inadequacies in personal experiential 
knovving. The ‘negative heuristic’ of personal experiential knovving in- 
hibits a learner from directing his modus tollens at the ‘hard core’. In- 
stead, he tries to articulate or even invent ‘auxiliary hypotheses’, which 
are located within the ‘protective belt’. From the learners point of view, 
the re-construction of the ‘protective belt’ is safe territory, and can be 
built up in an eclectic fashion. The ‘positive heuristic’ of personal expe
riential knovving, in turn, saves the learner from becoming confused by 
the ‘ocean of anomalies’, i.e. second-order experiences. In adult experi-
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ential learning, the ‘positive heuristic’ consists of a partially articulated 
set of suggestions or hints on hovv to change the m adequate parts of 
personal experiential knowing, and how to modily, raise the level of 
sophistication of the inadequate parts (see Lakatos 1979). In short, the 
‘negative heuristic’ tells a learner what paths of learning to avoid; the 
‘positive heuristic’ tells him, in turn, what paths to pursue (see also 
Blaug 1980).

1 suggest furtherm ore that this tacit, holistic, ‘true’ and inadequate 
personal experiential knowing consists of four basic dim ensions: epis- 
temological, existential, ethical and Lemporal. In practice, it is difficult, 
but not impossible, to separate these dim ensions of personal experien
tial knowing, since they blur together in the adult’s stream of living. T h e  
e p is te m o lo g ica l  d im e n s i o n  has the basic qualities of c r i l ica ln ess  and a n a -  
ly l ic i ty . It is asymmetrical and authoritarian. ‘Betterment’ vvithin the epis
temological dim ension happens either in s ide  or across  the Kantian cat- 
egories in order to grow beyond the adults own epistemological limita- 
tions. 1 f betterm ent happens inside a category, learning is not yet trans- 
formative. It is a question of degree only, but experiential learning vvithin 
a category somehovv prepares the learner for a bigger change. If a step is 
taken to the next higher category, iearning becomes a m atter of km d, 
and this can be seen as a transformation. Experiential learning is thus 
both a m atter oi degree  and a m atter of k in d .

The basis for adult experiential learning is thus in personal experi
ential knovving, vvhich can be seen in our ordinary everyday living: a 
new way of knowing is drawn from the old ways of knowing. But how 
do adults learn? Another category of experience is second-order expe- 
rience, which could be characterized by the terms d o u b l ,  n e g a t iv e  f e e l -  
ings and con t inu i iy .  It starts the re-construction process; experiential leam- 
mg is learning through (or with help of) second-order experiences, since 
the familiar becomes problematic enough. At what point does a mass of 
discrepancies, i.e. second-order experiences, become stimulating enough 
to bring about a shilt in the adults personal knowing? W hat kind of 
second-order experience is educative from the learneris view point? Due 
to qualities of personal experiential knowing, second-order experiences 
may Lake diflerent forms and have different meanings for learners. Ali 
second-order experiences are not equally educative. A miseducative 
second-order experience arrests or distorts the adults capacity for learn
ing and can not be easily integrated into ones current way of knowing. 
Continuity is not realized. In essence, th ere  m u s t  a lw a y s  be a d e l ic a te
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balance belween personal experiential kno m n g  and second-order experiences. 
As d e f in ed  earlier, experientia l lea rn ing  is n o t  o n ly  a q u es t io n  of a d d in g  
s o m e th in g  to o n e s  k n o w in g  o r  c h a n g in g  m e a n in g s ,  b u t  the  re -con -  
s t ru c t io n  p rocess  m odif ies  the ad u l t s  p e rso n a l  knovving o f  the  w o r ld  
holistically. H ow ever ,  inside this  r e - c o n s tru c t io n  p ro cess  m o re  prec ise  
k n o w le d g e  is c rea ted  so tha t the structure  o f  k n o w in g ,  tho se  a lready  
ex is t ing  c o n c e p t io n s ,  changes. The le a rn e r s  p e rs o n a l  c o n c e p t io n s  are 
t r a n s c e n d e d  in th is  effort to see a s i tu a t ion  from  a n e w  perspec tive .

T he  ep is tem olog ica l  d im en s ion  is closely re la ted  to  the existential d i
m ension, w h ic h ,  in tu rn ,  is the  non-authoritarian , sym m etrical d im e n 
s io n  o f  a d u l t  experien tia l  learning. 1 d o  n o t  e q u a te  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  
le a rn in g  (cf. H o b so n  &r VVelbourne 1998; M err iam  &r C la rk  1993) ,  b u t  
I e q u a te  ch a n g e s  w i th in  the existential d im e n s io n  w i th  d e v e lo p m e n t .  1 
sug ges t  th a t  d e v e lo p m e n t  is a m ore  ho lis t ic  p h e n o m e n o n  th a n  le a r n 
ing. T he  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw ee n  these two d im e n s io n s  arises th ro u g h  m e a n -  

ing - tak ing ,  w h ic h  is a personally  rational aspec t  o f  the  experien tia l  le a rn 
in g  process .  A l th o u g h  lea rn in g  basically h a s  an  ep is tem o log ica l  ch a rac -  
ter, the  o th e r  s ide  o f  th e  p rocess  is m e a n in g - ta k in g ,  w h ic h  is, 1 sugges t ,  
a p ro ces s  in c lu d e d  w i th in  the  exis tentia l d im e n s io n .  H ow ever ,  a d u l t s  
differ in  r e s p e c t  o f th e  ways they  attain w h a t  is p e rso n a lly  s ignificant.  1 
w o u ld  like to sugges t  fu r th e r  that , in part icu lar ,  o n e  p ro p e r ty  iden t if ies  
d e v e lo p m e n t  w i th in  th e  existential d im en s io n :  the  ex p a n s io n  o f  p e r 
so na l  capab i l i t ies  -  especially receptivity. T h ese  p e rso n a l  capab ili t ies  
s u p p o r t  in  a w ay th e  epis tem ologica l  r e - c o n s t r u c t io n  p rocess .  T h o se  
pe rso n a l  capabilit ies  develop, however, over  th e  life sp a n ,  s ince  d e v e lo p 
m e n t  is a w ay  o f  b e in g  in  the social World, n o t  a w ay  o f  c o m in g  to k n o w  
a b o u t  it (see also H an k s  1994, 24). F u r th e rm o re ,  1 sugges t  th a t  r e c e p 
tivity as a pe rso n a l  abil ity  regu la tes  the th ic k n e s s  o f  the  p ro tec tive  belt.  
O n  the  w h o le ,  the  idea  of d ev e lo p m e n t  w i th in  th is  exis ten t ia l  d im e n 
s io n  en ta i ls  the  ex is tence  of an en d p o in t ,  w h ic h  c o u ld  be  h u m a n i ty  o r  
a d u l t h o o d  in its perfec tion . As we have seen  earlier, m e a n in g - ta k in g  
can  o cc u r  post-hoc .  Learning is a t im e -co n su m in g  process, since progress  
w i th in  th e  ep is tem olog ica l  d im ens ion ,  the  t r a n s fo rm a t io n  of k n o w in g  
in to  a fuller a n d  r ich c r  an d  also more o rg an iz ed  form, is n o t  an easy 
task  a n d  tak es  time. T herefore  it is im p o r ta n t  to th in k  o f  exper ien t ia l  
le a rn in g  in te rm s  o f  the tem poral dimension. L ea rn ing  o ccu rs  d u r in g  dif- 
feren t t im e  s p a n s  -  m in u te s ,  ho u rs ,  days, w eek s ,  m o n th s ,  years  -  de-  
p e n d in g  o n  th e  w ho le  s i tua t ion  of the  learner ,  e.g. the  le a rn e rs  re c e p 
tivity. In su m ,  th is  a p p ro a c h  to learn ing  leads  m e  to  suggest  tha t ,  even
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though  the learning process is connected  to developm ent, learn ing  is 
qualilatively different from developm ent, and  these tw o processes have 
a ttribu tes th a t are inherently  d ifferent from each other. Hovvever, expe- 
riential learn ing  and  developm ent are inseparable: they are aspects of 
the sam e phenom enon .

An ind iv tdual eq u ip p ed  w ith  personal experien tial knovving needs 
social in te raction  in o rder to ‘b e tte r’ the ep istem ological parts of his 
knovving. The private process of learn ing  is easily fallible and  vulner- 
able. Social in teraction  b roadens the  ind iv idual lea rn ers  way of looking 
at o ld  ‘facts’, of seeing vvhether they are located  in  the ‘protecttve belt’ 
o r in the ‘h a rd  co re’. It m akes posstb le a loosen ing  of the rigid, tacil 
s truc tu re  of k now ing  and  the acquisition  of fresh percep tions and  ena- 
bles h im  to cross the bou n d artes  o f h is knovving. How ever, the social 
in te raction  -  one adu lt m eets an o th er adu lt -  inc ludes the sam e four 
d im ensions as the ind iv idual learn ing  process. The four basic d im en- 
sions of personal experiential knovving are also p resen t in social situa- 
tions, because the p artic ipan ts already have them . The social siiuation 
provides both an epistemological and an existential environm entfor the indi
vidual adult learner. These dimensions modify the social process of dialogue. 
As a consequence, the o ther p a rtic ip a n t’s experiences provide possibili- 
ties for varied form s of seco n d -o rd e r experiences. This way of defining 
social in teraction  and  dialogue leads m e to suggest fu rther that the stru c
ture and  therefore, o rders of social in teraction  are determ ined  by the 
top ic at han d , b u t on  one cond ition : they m u st be based  on the struc- 
tu res of the learners personal experiential knovving, since in the ‘better- 
m e n t’ of knovving, certain  th ings m u st be do n e  before o thers. In es- 
sence, the apprecia tion  of stru c tu re  and  o rd er is prim arily  a m atte r of 
epistem ology, no t a m atter o f psychology. A lthough it is the ep istem o
logical requ irem en ts of the social in te raction  betvveen p artn e rs  that are 
the m ost im portan t, the partic ipan ts in te ract vvithin the existential d i
m ension  too. Therefore, the na tu re  of dialogue is im possib le to predict.

W hat qualities are requ ired  of an adu lt educator? The definition of 
adu lt experiential learning set ou t here requ ires a knovvledgeable and  
active adu lt educator. The essential responsib ilities of the adu lt educa
tor lie m ainly vvithin the epistem ological d im ension ; the educato r is an 
epistem ological authority. In short, the educato r is responsible for clari- 
fying the epistem ological perspectives of learners, for organizing p roper 
second -o rder experiences and  for gu id ing  d ialogue -  especially vvithin 
the epistem ological d im ension . The ed ucato r is, hovvever, a human epis-
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lemological au thor ity , w h o  h as  a du ty  l o  ‘b e h a v e  a p p ro p r ia te ly ’ vvithin 
the  ex is len t ia l  d im e n s io n  too. Actually it c o u ld  b e  sa id  th a t  h e  is re- 
sp o n s ib le  for ‘b e in g  h im se l f ’ w idiin  the  exis len t ia l  d im e n s io n .  YVithin 
th e  ex is len t ia l  d im e n s io n ,  th e  adult  p a r t ic ip a n ts  ‘t e a c h ’ e ach  o th e r  u n -  
con sc io u s ly  by  ‘b e in g ’. It is im possib le  for th e  e d u c a to r  to crea te  the  
ex is ten t ia l  e n v i ro n m e n t ,  b u t  the exislentia l e n v i r o n m e n t  s u r r o u n d in g  
an  a d u l t  le a rn e r  arises o u t  o f the e d u c a to r s  social abilities. In fact, it 
d e p e n d s  ra th e r  o n  e d u c a to r s  receptivity  a n d  to le rance .

Finally, 1 p ro p o se  th a t  the ethical dimension  o f  ex pe r ien t ia l  lea rn in g  
c o n s is ts  o f  th ese  tw o d im e n s io n s  -  ep is tem o lo g ica l  a n d  ex is ten t ia l  -  
toge ther .  Existentially, th e  p a r t ic ip an ts  are in a sy m m elr ic a l  re la tion -  
sh ip ,  b u t  ep is tem olog ica l ly  th e i r  re la t ionsh ip  is necessar ily  a sy m m etr i -  
cal. F ro m  th is  p o in t  o f  view, it is possib le  to d ef ine  so m e  e th ica l p r in c i-  
p les  c o n c e rn in g  social in lerac t ion . T hose  e th ica l  p r in c ip le s  c o n c e rn  the  
re sp o n s ib i l i t i e s  a n d  freed om s o f  b o th  le a rn e rs  a n d  edu ca to rs .  T h e  e d u 
c a to r s  respons ib i l i t ie s  are desc r ibed  above. T h e  learner,  in  tu rn ,  is re- 
sp o n s ib le  for b e t t e rm e n t  vvithin the ep is tem olog ica l  d im en s io n .  I f b o th  
th e  l e a rn e r  a n d  the  e d u c a to r  have their  o w n  responsib i l i t ies ,  th ey  have  
also  f reedo m s.  T he  le a rn e r  has  freedom  to d ec id e  a b o u t  h is  pa r t ic ip a -  
t io n  in a d ia lo gu e ,  w h e th e r  it is to be p e r ip h e ra l  o r  Central. O n  the  
o th e r  h a n d ,  th e  lea rn e r  also has  freedom  to c o m m i t  o r  n o t  to c o m m it  
th e  ‘n e w ’ facts. As we have  seen earlier, in d iv id u a l  c o m m i tm e n t  is a 
essen tia l  p a r t  o f  ad u l t  experien tia l  learning, s ince  w i th o u t  it  l e a rn in g  
has  not h a p p e n e d  (see page  114). C o m m i tm e n t  is l in k ed  w ith  m e a n -  
in g - ta k in g  a n d ,  therefore ,  it is always an  individual d ec is io n  to believe  
o r  n o t .  To s u m  u p ,  the  e d u c a to r s  w ork  c a n n o t  be  c lea r-cu t in  p ract ice ,  
b u t  a d u l t  e d u c a to r s  sh o u ld ,  how ever,  be co n sc io u s  o f  b o th  the  e x is te n 
tial, ep is tem o log ica l ,  tem p o ra l  and  ethical d im e n s io n s  o f  w o rk in g  to 
gether .  In part icu lar ,  it is necessary  to k ee p  in  m i n d  th e  b o u n d a r i e s  
b e tw e e n  th e  areas of freedo m  and  the areas  o f  responsib i l i t ies .  F ro m  
th is  p o in t  of view, lea rn in g  requ ires  b o th  a u to n o m y  an d  in t e rd e p e n d -  
en ce  (cf. R e inharz  1989; Daloz 1987, 152). T h e  v iew  th a t  ind iv idu a l  
le a rn in g  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t  is as m u ch  a social as a ind iv idu a l  p h e n o m -  
e n o n  is th u s  fu r th e r  e x p a n d e d .  The U n ion  of th ese  tw o  d o m a in s  is n e c 
essary: th e  ep is tem olog ica l  c o n ten t  fikers t h r o u g h  the  exis ten t ia l  d i 
m e n s io n  a n d ,  there fo re ,  socially accep ied  tran s fo rm s ,  as persona l .

O n  th e  w h o le ,  the sp ir i t  of  adult experien tia l  le a rn in g  is a re -con -  
s t ru c l io n  o f  p e rso na l  experien t ia l  kno w ing .  In th is  p rocess  the internal 
structure o f  knovving changes .  T he  lea rn ing  p rocess  is the m ore  re v o lu -
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tionary, the more il ‘touches’ the ‘hard ’ core of personal knovving. B e-  
ca u se  in  th e  le a rn in g  p rocess  the  J o u r  d if fe r e n t d im e n s io n s  are  s im u lta n e -  
o u s ly  p re se n t, b o th  th e  p ro cess  o f  e d u c a tin g  a n d  th e  p rocess  o f  le a rn in g  w ill  
a lw a y s  be in a d e q u a te . One side of the process is systematic and asym- 
metrical and the other side is occasional and symmetrical. The adult 
learner and the educator are situated in the world both in the epistemo- 
logical dim ension of learning and in the broader existential dimension 
within which these epistemological dim ensions are produced. Further- 
more, 1 vvould like to rem ind the reader that 1 have descnbed a one-to- 
one relationship, but the situation becomes even more complicated when 
there are more participants.

Finally, how is knowledge defined? W hat is the content of personal 
experiential knowing? W hat guarantee is there that changes from one 
state of personal experiential knovving to another state will be ‘better- 
m ent’ (see also Kmg 1980)? My basic thesis is that a link m ust exist 
betvveen the substance of personal experiential knovving and so-called 
‘objective’ knovvledge. It is the relationship betvveen ‘objective’ knovvl- 
edge and personal experiential knovving that is of prime interest. This 
‘objective’ knovvledge is in m e d ia te d  form in dialogue, and the mediator 
is the educator. Yet on the other hand learners also have ‘objective’ 
knovvledge in mediated form. The basic issue is that epistemological 
‘facts’ are alvvays filtered through ones -  vvhether as learner or educator 
-  existential dimension. My suggestion is that the Kantian calegories 
thus provide a c o n c e p tu a l b r id g e  betvveen learner and educator. Learn
ing necessarily involves that the experience be subsum ed under con- 
cepts; change in m eaning does not in itself suffice, because the struc- 
ture of personal experiential knovving is organized hierarchically. Per
sonal experiential knovving includes the Kantian calegories. Yet the prob- 
lem is not one of the connection betvveen education and learning, but 
betvveen teaching som ething and learning the same thing. Educating 
and learning are thus connected by conceptual bridges that exist vvithm 
the topic at hand. Each lovver level has directive povver over the next 
higher level such that the developm ent of the higher level can be seen 
as an articulation of the lovver. Consequently, 1 propose that the sharp 
distinction betvveen social, ‘objective’ knovvledge and personal knovv
ing should be rejected.
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Methodological soundness of the research process

The grounded theory method

W hether this theoretical formulation is theoretically relevanl, integrated 
or dense enough, cannot be assessed alone. In my view, however, this 
analysis has revealed the core category -  p e rso n a l e x p e r ie n tia l  k n o w in g  
(both learners and educators) -  the central phenom enon around which 
ali the other categories are integrated (see Wilson &  Hutchinson 1996). 
A core category has three essential characteristics: it re-occurs frequently, 
it links together easily with other categories and it explams much (Glaser 
1978, 95-96; Glaser & Strauss 1974, 70; H utchinson 1986). From this 
point of view, integration has happened, since personal experiential 
knowing seems to be an essential cement in putting together the other 
elements of the formulation. The process of selecting the core category 
-  and systematically relating it to the other categories -  was, however, a 
challenge. The formulation that emerges from a researchers collection 
and analysis of data is in one sense equivalent to what he knows 
systematically about his own data (Glaser &r Strauss 1974, 225). In my 
own case, I have re-constructed  my own knoxving and tested my 
conceptualization through the task of teaching adults for a num ber of 
years (Glaser &r Strauss 1974, 225). My theoretical proposal has thus 
evolved through repetitive questioningbetxveen my internal monologue 
and the practice oi teaching adults.

Integration means also s im p lic ity  or p a rs im o n y , which is another cri- 
terion for assessing the quality of a formal theory (see e.g. Niiniluoto 
1984, 154; Olszexvski Walker &r Coalson Avant 1988, 38). A formal 
theory is simple, parsimonious or dense when it possesses only a few 
key theoretical constructs and a substantial num ber of properties and 
categories (Hutchinson 1986). For analytical purposes I com bined the 
Kantian approach with the grounded theory method. With help of Kants 
ideas I have been able to give my own conceptualization a tighter form. 
Kantian concepts have formed the ‘m ap’ or special lens for my investi- 
gative and analytical purposes. From my point of view, this focus has 
been fruitful. Hoxvever, the flexibility of Kantian theory means that it 
has not acted like a Procrustean bed, which imposes too rigid a form on 
the phenom enon under study. The flexibility of Kantian theory has even 
led in a convenient way to a certain systemic ambiguity that is even
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m ore desirable ihan  an arlificial precision  (Soltis 1968, 67). This k ind  
of syslem ic am biguity  w orks as a heuristi c force for fu rther concep tual
ization.

A high level of integration o r density ensu res tha t ihe categories, w hich 
are system atically rela led  and  fit in to  a tigh t theoretical Iramevvork, can 
be applied  in practice (G laser &  S trauss 1968, 243). This w orkability -  
i.e. w h eth er th is theoretical concep tua liza tion  m akes any con tribu tion  
to a deeper u n d e rstan d in g  of adu lt experien tial learn ing  -  will be as- 
sessed later in diverse contex ts (G laser &r Strauss 1974, 237-249; Rachal 
1986; S trauss &  C orbin 1991, 23). This concep tualization  is not tied 
to any cu ltu re or any specific h istorical co n d itio n s (see Griffin 1989), 
b u t strives tow ards universality. It is sufficiently  general o r universal, if it 
is applicable to a w ide range -  if n o t ali -  o f the d ifferent adu lt learning 
situations an d  contex ts (see G laser &r S trauss 1974, 237, 242-244; N ii
n iluo to  1984, 154; Rachal 1986; S trauss &r C orb in  1991, 23, 174- 
175). If a theory  is general o r universal en ough , it shou ld  also be m odi- 
fiable o r flexible (see W ilson &r H u tch in so n  1991). O n  the o ther hand , 
flexibility is requ ired  p rim arily  for theoretical relevance (H utch inson  
1986).

Finally, w h eth er this theoretical concep tualization  of adu lt experien
tial learn ing  is a form al theory  (as opposite  to a substan tive theory) o r 
no t, d ep en d s largely u p o n  its level o f universality. 1 am  prim arily con- 
cerned  w ith the universal e lem ents o r d im ensions of adult learning. Is 
there any th ing  d istinct abou t o r u n iq u e  to adults? 1 propose tha t we are 
searching at the m om ent for a theory  oi h u m an , ra the r than  adult, learn 
ing (cf. C unn ingham  1992). Such a theory  cou ld  better speak about 
learn ing  in adult contexts, ra th e r th an  trea ting  ad u lt learn ing  as a strictly 
distinctive dom ain  (see Brookfield 1988a; 1989).

H erm eneutical texl in lerpreialion

This study  is a particu lar form  oi textual analysis. As I have po in ted  ou t 
earlier, in te rp re ta tion  is an op en  process, vvhich no single vision can 
conclude. The text is a w hole, open  to several readings and to several 
construc tions. In this sense, the  p rob lem s of in te rp re ta tion  are due to 
the text itself, vvhich is m ore than  a linear succession of sen tences (see 
Ricouer 1991, 159). My in te rp re ta tio n s are alvvays open  to change and  
criticism , especially the accoun t of tvvo basic charactenstics. Firstly, my 
in te rp re ta tions are ‘w holly in te rp re ta tiv e’: it is possib le to argue for or
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against them, to oppose them, to arbitrate betvveen interpretations or 
to seek alternatives (Palonen 1988, 15; Ricoeur 1971/1979, 91; see 
also Haapala 1991; Kearney 1987, 101). This procedure does not serve 
tbe purpose of the mere “verification” of “falsification” of a tbeory but 
as a heuristic means that helps us to gain a deeper understanding and 
to bu ild  a theory relating to the domain under study (cf. Kelle 1993). It 
is to be hoped, therefore, that the conceptualization presented here is 
‘vvholly interpretative’ in that sense. Secondly, my in terpretation  is 
‘inexhaustible’: no interpretation gives an all-sufficient conception of a 
phenom enon (Palonen 1988, 15; Polkinghorne 1989). This is very true 
with this conceptualization. It should be emphasized that this study 
offers only one conceptual ‘lens’ -  and a necessarily selective one due to 
the qualities of interpretation -  for vievving adult experiential learning, 
carried out from a certain perspective with certain aims and certain 
analytical tools (see Salner 1989; see also Ogilvy 1977, 250). Adult 
experiential learning is a large phenomenon. I have thus been faced 
with many choices. W hether this conceptualization is successful will 
depend in tu rn  on whether the result is universal, simple and integrative 
enough for the purposes of further examination and practice.

Thirdly, as a researcher, 1 can not stand outside of the interpretive 
process (Denzin 1989, 31). There exist no “pure” research objects, which 
are Independent of the researcher and the research process. Therefore, 
my interpretation is necessarily prejudiced (Polkinghorne 1989). The 
crucial question is not, hovvever, one of being ob jec tiv e  or b ia sed , but a 
question of the degree of un iv e rsa lily  in the interests one is represent- 
ing. That truth which is linked to the most universal interests contains 
the highest degree of objective truth (Enerstvedt 1989). Thus, interpre- 
tations are constrained less by the individual scholars assum ptions and 
beliefs (Bruhn Jensen 1989; Denzin 1989, 23; Hanson 1972, 19; see 
also Haapala 1991), but by universality. 1 have brought my prior expec- 
tations and understanding to the texts studied and the resulting inter
pretation is a Creative process in vvhich my prejudgm ents have become 
expanded through interaction vvith those texts (see Gadamer 1988). 
For example, my in te rp re ta t io n s  are interpretations in the light of my 
philosophical interests, especially Kant (see Brookfield 1992; Popper 
1977b). The role of these theoretical preconceptions and my previous 
knovvledge as a researcher and a teacher in this kind of open research is 
that of a heuristic device for description, interpretation and explana- 
tion (see Kelle 1993). I have tried to maintain my theoretical sensitivity 
and attitude of scepticism throughout the research effort in my reading
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of philosophical writings and literature. My insight and understanding 
-  i.e. my theoretical sensitivity -  with respect to adult experiential learn- 
ing has been enhanced in constant dialogue vvith the vvritten source 
material (see Strauss &r Corbin 1991, 43). In addition, I have had an- 
other im portant source of theoretical sensitivity to the concepts under 
study, their meanings and relationships. 1 have been fortunate enough 
to engage in testing my understanding of how things work and what 
happens under certain conditions in the adult learning field (see Strauss 
&  Corbin 1991, 42). Dilthey (1970, 278) has said that interpretation 
w ould be impossible tf life phases were totally strange, and it w ould be 
unnecessary if there were nothing strange in them. On the whole, the 
criterion of reformulative consistency, the extent to which a theory has 
changed over time, holds true in the case of my interpretive leaps to- 
wards a more universal conceptualization.

The influence of interpretativeness has been such that my “coding” 
processes have been very multistage and complex, and this in tu rn  has 
influenced the adequacy of the whole research process. Organizing and 
bracketing original texts in terms of particular structures and writing 
memos was actually the first “result” of the analysis. Complex descrip- 
tions were reduced vvith the consequence that 1 have highlighted some 
elements and ignored others. The phase of axial coding -  i.e. data put 
back together in new ways after open coding by m aking connections 
between categories and subcategories -  was at the same time diflicult 
and interesting. It was m ovement forward and backward through the 
interplay of questions and answers (see Denzin 1989, 21). Every ques- 
tion led to other questions connected to other categories. In the selec- 
tive coding phase I ordered and reassembled the phenom enon of adult 
experiential learning back into a coherent whole, but 1 did not use the 
original coding concepts as m uch as 1 did at the beginning (cf. Denzin 
1989, 58). In sum, my reading and re-construction procedures have 
been purpose-oriented in relation to specific research problems, and 
therefore already constitute an interpretation of the meaning relations 
in the texts and thus are essentially the products of a herm eneutical 
process (cf. Palonen 1988, 32). In addition, the multiple meaning of 
words derives, however, not just from the world of the text itself but 
from a double historical reference both to the original conditions oi 
utterance (the World of the author) and to the subsequent conditions of 
reception or interpretation (the World of the addressee) (Ricoeur 1991). 
Ricoeur (1971) has said that “what the text says now matters more than 
what the author meant to say, and every exegesis unfolds its procedures
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within ihe circumference of a meaning ihat has broken its moorings to 
the psychology of its author.”

Regardless of these inevitabfe limitations and inadequacies the re- 
search methodology sefected seems to be appropriate to answering the 
particular questions I addressed at the beginning. I have undertaken a 
fufl inteffectual and ethical commitment to these toofs regardless of 
their limits. Afthough interpretation is always very subjective by virtue 
of being a conditional, incomplete and partiaf conception of a phenom - 
enon, the herm eneutical interpretation process aims at revealing the 
objective deep structure of phenomena and in the discovery of com 
mon themes and shared meanings (Haapala 1991; Palonen 1988; Sil
jander 1992). Consequently, my subjective interpretation will be inter- 
subjectively controlled, tested and worked out through dialogue and 
practice, through mutual questioning (see Bruhn Jensen 1989; Kvale 
1989; Siljander 1992; Usher 1989a). I am asking the reader to think 
along w ith me, to examine and question these skeleton arguments with 
me (see Palonen 1988, 49). The researcher and her readers share a j o i n t  
re sp o n s ib i l i t y  in relation to the phenom enon under study (Glaser &r 
Strauss 1974, 232). After this analysis begins ‘the readers freedom ’ 
(Palonen 1988, 1 78). It is, however, highly unlikely that two research- 
ers or readers would come up with the same conclusions (H utchinson 
1986), since they will interpret the text through different living worlds. 
Again, that guarantees reformulative consistency; since the one has the 
opportunity  to check the others interpretation (Polkinghorne 1988). 
For these reasons 1 have presented this conceptualization in as discur- 
sive a form as possible (see Glaser &r Strauss 1974, 32).

Directions for future research and practice

This study proposes a new, il not objective, way of understanding adult 
experiential learning (see Hutchinson 1986; Olszewski W alker &r 
Coalson Avant 1988, 70; Polkinghore 1989). This theore t ica l  c o n c e p t 
u a l i z a t i o n  o f  a d u l t  e x p e r ie n t ia l  lea rn in g  is, however, an ideal case -  and 
there is m uch to be refined more closely in the details of my “skeleton” 
arguments. Is this theorelical conceptualization theoretically relevant, 
useful, significant and ‘true’, and to what extent? W hat kind of impli- 
cations might this revised conceptualization of adult experiential learning 
have for researchers and adult educators? The present theoretical 
form ulation is a suggestion, not the  theory of adult experiential learning

145



(see Glaser &  Strauss 1974, 32, 40; Soltis 1968, 67). As 1 have m entioned  
earlier 1 am  n o t saying or p roposing  any th ing  ‘finishecT abou t adult 
experiential learning, b u t this p roposition  serves as one elem ent in  an 
o p en -en d ed  project (see Glaser &  S trauss 1974, 9, 32; H am lyn 1970, 
290-291). Seeking pure and simple universalities never ends  (see Dewey 
1951, vi). In th is fram ew ork, this temporary  concep tualization  will leave 
us w ith  m ore questions than  answ ers (E nerstved t 1989; Soltis 1968, 
76).

For researchcrs...

My research  is an  exam ple  of th eo re tica l c o n c ep tu a liza tio n , w h ich  
h ighlights a series oi unansw ered  and  u n exp lo red  questions abou t adult 
experiential learning. I l  serves at least as a heuristic  tool for the fu rthe r 
construc tion  and  m odification  of Central concepts. It is m utab le  and 
subject to m odification  and  re-assessm ent in the light of con tin u o u s 
research, as Brookfield’s (1992) criterion  of reform ulative consistency 
proposes.

Accoraingly, theoretical refinem ent con tinues. The m ain  uategories 
w ith  the ir prelim inary  p roperties need  fu rthe r specification  and  devel- 
opm ent. In parLicular, it seem s im p o rta n t to m e to generate theoretical 
p roperties for the categories (Glaser &  S trauss 1974, 106). In add ition , 
re la tionsh ips betw een  categories are in need  of fu rther m odification 
and  clarification. The category, w hich I fm d m ost in trigu ing , is tha t of 
adult personal experiential knowing  as d istinct from objective know ledge.
1 see it as the basis for the further generation  of the theory. The funda- 
m ental question  is th u s  essentially a com plex  philosoph ica l -  m ore 
precisely an epistem ological -  one. The complex phenom enon o f  adult  
experiential learning seems to derive from the basis o f  one adults  personal  
experiential knoxving in relation to anolher adults  personal experiential know-  
ing. The term  ‘know ing ’ has played a ra th e r la ten t o r m inor role in ear
lier form ulations. In particular, a focus on the substance and  qualities 
of personal experiential know ing  is needed . The question  as to how  
this k ind of know ing  develops and  is u sed  in learn ing  are in need  of 
fu rther exploration . This im plies tha t the m ysterious connection  be- 
tw een know ing  (and  know ledge) and  experience sh o u ld  be explicated  
further. In this we are only at the beginning. My tentative proposal is 
tha t the basic elem ents of personal experien tial know ing  are a h ard  
core -  an inviolate c luster o f hypo theses at the cen te r of know ing, and
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a proteclive belt, a set of auxiliary hypo theses ‘on the surface’. F urther- 
m ore, the assum ptions underlying the hard  core can n o t to be questioned 
ow ing to the presence oi a negative heuristic. A positive heuristic, in 
tu rn , consists of a set of suggestions or h in ts  sta ting  how  personal expe- 
rien tial know ing  is to be altered. From the research  vievvpoint, it w ould  
be in te resting  to know  how  faith in the hard  core functions to explain 
away anom alies and how  the individual tries to cope w ith  anom alies.

If personal experiential know ing (initially, first-o rder experiences) 
have only a crucial role in the adult experiential learn ing  process, clari- 
fication of the properties of first-order experiences is one of the m ost 
im p o rtan t research tasks. Empirical su p p o rt for th is theoretical form u- 
lation  is needed . Also, this conceptualization  rem ains an abstraction  
w ith o u t em pirical investigation and suppo rt. For a formal theory  to 
satisfy the criterion  of em pirical g rounding, it w ou ld  first have to gain 
som e b road  consensual agreem ent that its Central insights, tenets, and  
p ropositions were g rounded  in a docum en ted  reality that was recog- 
n ized  by educato rs and  learners alike. This m eans going directly into 
the field, if one is to understand  w hat is going on (Strauss &r C orbin 
1991, 24). To deepen  o u r understand ing  of the ad u lt learners  personal 
experiential knovving, a phenom enological approach , w hich m akes a 
d is tinction  betw een  appearance and essence, cou ld  be of value. For 
exam ple, the sim ple and  innocent phenom enological question  “W hat 
is it like to be an adu lt learner?” assum es a deeper d im ension  (see van 
M anen 1990, 42, 46). D escriptions of personal life stories and  daily 
ind iv idual experiences of adult learning m ay enable us to u n d erstan d  
the n a tu re  of personal experiential knovving (ib id ., 67, 72). Moreover, 
to deepen  o u r of understand ing  of adult personal experiential knovv
ing, the learn ers  everyday educational practices s tu d ied  vvith the help  
of e thnog raph ic  or ethnom ethodological m ethods cou ld  also be useful 
(see e.g. G ullestad 1996; Stanley &  W ise 1989). Indeed, the concep t of 
adu lt learner in itself is vvorthy of em pirical investigation. A gender- 
based research perspective vvould be also in te resting  . Some researchers 
claim  that experiential learning is a fem inine learn ing  style. O n  the 
o th er hand , som e research has shown ihat critical th in k in g  -  one basic 
quality  of the experiential learning process -  is a m asculine vvay of 
th ink ing . Is experiential learning then an ad u lt way to learn?

The rhetoric  of individualism  and self-directed learn ing  and  the re
ality of social contro l and  conform ity are still clearly in conflict (see 
Tennatt 1986). The globally hegem onic A m erican values of ind iv idual
ism , rationality  and au tonom y are, however, clearly presen t in cu rren t
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descriptions. Therefore, the image o f the adu lt learner becom ing con- 
tinuous ly  more rational and more autonom ous is w o rth  the study. 1 
have shown that the in d iv id u a l and social d im ensions are in te rtw ined  
in a com plex way. 1 w ou ld  emphasize the significance o f sh iftin g  the 
analytic focus from  the in d iv id u a l as learner to learn ing  as a social act 
in  connechon w ith  o ther in d iv id u a l learners. Instead o f lo o k in g  at the 
in d iv id u a l and social in  e ither/o r terms, an understand ing  o f the dialec- 
tical re la tionsh ip  between them  can be lp  researchers and educators to 
understand how  these d im ensions co-constitu te  learn ing  praxis (H am 
mer &  McLaren 1991; see also C onnelly  &  L igh t 1991; Popper 1977b: 
Usher 1989c). The so lu tion  to th is p rob lem  requires a w e ll though t- 
ou t ph ilosophy o f the social d im ensions that operate in  w hat consti- 
tutes personal experientia l know ing  (cf. Dewey 1951, 9). Th is leads to 
the m od ifica tion  o f the in te rre la tionsh ips o f these four -  epistem olog i- 
cal, existentia l, ethical, and tem poral -  d im ensions. In  particu la r, un- 
equal relations o f pow er that are on ly  touched upon in  th is  m onograph 
m ust be investigated more systematically.

Fur praculioners...

To w hat extent can th is theoretical fo rm u la tion  can be understood by 
practitioners as a clear and accessible descrip tion  o f a form al theory 
w h ich  has some k in d  o f connection w ith  the ir ow n activities? U rtder 
what conditions m ight the theory fit w ith  “ reality” , create understanding, 
and be useful (Rachal 1986; Strauss &r C orb in  1991, 256-257). As 1 
understand it, the inv ita tiona l tone -  fu rthe r analysis, c ritique and refine- 
ment -  not on ly  concerns researchers’ as an m te llectua l exercise, b u t it 
also invites practitioners to refine th e ir understand ing  and the ir praxis 
and expand the ir theoretical views by b u ild in g  on the ir personal theory 
o f adu lt experientia l learn ing (see D risco ll 1994, 379-380). Accordingly, 
the w orkab ility , c la rity  and usefulness o f my theoretical fo rm u la tion  
shou ld  be assessed by p ra c tit io n e rs  them selves m  th e ir  everyday 
professional life (see B rooklie ld  1992; N iin ilu o to  1984, 154; O lszewski 
W alker &  Coalson Avant 1988, 38;Strauss &  C orb in  1991, 258). A 
social practice such as teaching is best understood and researched by 
those d irectly  invo lved in it: teachers and educators (Jacobson 1998). 
The p ractitioner w ho applies a theory becomes a fu rthe r generator oi a 
theory and in  th is instance the theory is clearly seen as process (Glaser 
&  Strauss 1974, 242). A pp lica tion  is thus, in  one sense, the theo ry ’s
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fu rther lest (ib id ., 244).
This conceptualization  is not necessarily easy to translate  in to  action 

(see C onnelly  &r Light 1991), because it does n o t teli p rac titioners ex- 
actly w hat to do. It is no t easy to illustrate theoretical concepts in con- 
crete te rm s (Elm ore 1993). Hovvever, the  context-specific natu re  of this 
concep tualization  arises ou t of its app iication  in m u ltitude  of contex ts 
and  dom ains (see K ontiainen 1991, 1). O n the o th er h an d , 1 do no t 
share Brookfields (1992) perspective on  prescrip tive policing. Conse- 
quently, th is theoretical conceptualization  of ad u lt experiential learn- 
ing will noL lead to norm ative judgm ents abou t w hat are the best prac- 
tices in ad u lt education  (see Brookfield 1992; Steutel 1988). 1 do no t 
p resen t any clear im plications for practice, even if it w ou ld  be m ore 
likely to be a ttended  to if its relevance to and  im plications for practice 
w ere clearly established (see Brookfield 1992). P ractitioners w ork ing  
in a w ide range of contexts should  evaluate its practical consequences 
and  its transferability  by themselves. H ow ever, it will hopefully  orien t 
p rac titioners to th ink  abou t at least th ree essential questions in any 
educational activity concern ing  adults: how  to know  the learners epis- 
tem ological perspective, how  to be aw are of h is ow n responsibilities 
and  how  the know ledge conten t is structu red .

In sum , w ork  by b o th  researchers and  p rac titioners is needed  in 
o rd er to  develop a deeper understand ing  of adu lt experiential learning, 
w hich  is a gradually progressive affair. The concep t of adu lt experien 
tial learn ing  is still a po lym orphous and  am biguous one. Theory b u ild - 
ing  in the  area of adu lt experiential learn ing  con tinues to rest on a 
foundation  of conceptual sand  and theoretical clarity is still m issing. It 
can still be said that adu lt education research rem ains in a prepara- 
digm atic State (Brookfield 1984b). A paradigm  of adult education should , 
how ever, be defined (Criticos 1996). Both researchers and  p rac titio n 
ers sh o u ld  be released from both the illusion of ‘know ledge’ and  unre- 
alistic op tim ism  (cf. Palonen 1988, 14-16). Yet w hile conceptualizations 
organize and  select ou r perceptions in such a way tha t we m ake novel 
associations betw een phenom ena, they also set b o u n d s  to o u r u n d e r
s tand ing  and  in terp re ta tion  of the World.  They ‘b rack e t’ or isolate por- 
tio n s  o f th e  p h e n o m e n a l W o r l d  and  in v a riab ly  d is to r t rea lity  by 
em p h a s iz in g  ce rta in  aspec ts  of reality  to  the  exc lu sio n  of o th e rs . 
(M cLaren 1993, 14-1 5). This has occurred  w ith  the conceptualizations 
u n d e r study  here. H aving first served to sensitize us to new  p h en o m 
ena, a ‘p o p u la r’ or ‘successful’ theory can then  b lin d  us to w hat lies 
beyond  its boundaries. In becom ing generally accepted a theory  is in
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danger of being taken for granted and of being seen as a com plete and 
im m utable accouni of reality. (Dewey 1951,10; Sugarman 1996, 77.) 
For any theory and sei of praclices is dogmalic which is nol based upon 
crilical examinalion of ils own underlying principles (Dewey 1951, 10).

W hen do we have ihe righl lo use ihe lerm ‘experiential learning’ 
(McEwan 1989)? Bolh construclivism  and experienlial learning theo- 
ries resl on the assum plion ihat knowledge is construcled by learners 
as they attem pt to make sense of their experiences. Consequently, treat- 
ing these approaches as separate to adult learning is one of the most 
serious intellectual m isunderstandings in the area of adult education. 
W hat constructivists argue strongly, however, is that knowledge con- 
structions do not necessarily bear any correspondence to external real
ity (Driscoll 1994, 361). The conceptualizalion presented here chal- 
lenges this m odern way of understanding about learning and educat- 
tng. As I see it the theory of experiential learning should be developed 
as a theory of knowledge (see also Michelson 1996). The m ost funda- 
mental nature of adult experiential learning could be nested know ing — 
interaclive epistemological perspectives -  wilh a clear epistemological 
hasis (see Lyons 1990). On the other hand, it has elemenls of the exis- 
tential approach. In future, I w ould like to com bine Kant’s and Kierke
gaard ’s ideas.

Smce the theory of adult experiential learning is still in its infancy, it 
remains to be seen w hether a single theory will emerge. 1 believe that 
an answer to this question would nevertheless seem possible, and there- 
fore 1 hope that this process will stim ulate further inquiry and research. 
I do believe that a single experiential learning theory could be the an- 
swer to many instructional problem s concerning adults. A return to 
what appear to be the sim pler and more fundamental ideas and prac
lices of the past is needed, especially in relation to the phenom enon o( 
experiential learning (see Dewey 1951, vi). But, at the same time 1 be- 
lieve that there are no easy answers. Nevertheless, 1 have faith in the 
power of adult experiential learning and I am still -  m ore than ever -  
an advocate of adult experiential learning.

“But then...” I ventured to remark, “you are still far from the solulion ...” 
“I am very close to one,” William said, “but 1 don’t know which.” 
“Therefore you don’t have a single answer to your questions?”
“Adso, if 1 did 1 would teach theology in Paris.”

-  Umberto Eco -
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NOTES

1 Brookfield has discussed with colleagues and s tu den ts  the deve lopm en t
of criLical analysis toward literature and  research in the field of adu lt  
education . This discussion has occured in m any  arenas (e.g. in specify- 
ing the  criteria s tuden ts  should meet in p ro du c in g  d issertations w hich 
are critical interpretive reviews of the adult education literature). As such, 
Brookfield regards these criteria for formal theory  bu ild ing  as provisional 
and  awaiting  refinement by the larger academic community.

2 As a researcher into adult experiential learn ing  I have certain basic com-
m itm en ts  or preconceptions, which are a part  of m y theory-ladenness 
(H aapala  1991; Hanson 1972, 19; Niiniluoto 1984, 224, 245). Firstly, I 
am convinced  that learning engages the learners  w hole  being, w hich  
m eans tha t the intellectual, emotional and  volitional d im ensions of be 
ing sh ou ld  he taken into account, w hen researching a topic of this kind. 
An ad u lt  shou ld  not be vievved simply as a purely  rational entity. Sec- 
ondly, 1 examine this phen om eno n  from the assu m p tio n  that a theory  of 
adu lt  experiential learning should be based on tha t  w h ich  is unique to 
adu lt  learning. I believe that there is difference betvveen educa t ing  an 
adult or  a child arising only of their diflerent developm ental stages. Thus, 
to focus u p o n  an ‘adult’ point of view is, indeed, necessary (see Brookfield 
1989; Griffin 1983, 63). Finally, educational p h e n o m e n a  are always dy- 
nam ic  an d  in flux -  and ,  as such, they are difficult to engage in theories 
of any kind. It should  be remembered that theories are alvvays constructs  
of these fluid ph en o m e n a  (see Usher 1989b). However, 1 believe that 
formal theory  build ing is a useful way to try to capture  the complicated  
and  absorb ing  ph en o m en o n  of adult experiential learning. The conse- 
quences oi these com m itm ents  are especially manifested in the generating 
of research questions and  the making oi methodological choices.

3 This p ro cedu re  is very similar to Giorgis (1970)  m e th o d  of p h e n o m e n -
ologically based research, where discrimination of the  “m ean ing  u n i ts” is 
essential. D iscriminations are, namely, divisions of the entire runn ing  
text in to  discrete units  of meaning each of w hich  can stand  on its ow n as 
expressing  relevant meaning.
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4  Kolb d e sc r ib e s  th e  s t r u c tu r e  of  soc ia l  knovv ledge  t h r o u g h  P e p p e r s  ( 1 9 7 0 )
f o u r  w o r l d  h y p o t h e s e s :  f o r m is m ,  m e c h a n i s m ,  c o n t e x t u a l i s m  a n d  
o rg an ic ism .  A c c o rd in g  to  Kolb “th e  s ig n i f ican ce  of P e p p e r s  m e ta p h y s ica l  
a na lys is  lies in th e  id en t i f ic a t io n  o f  th e  bas ic  i n q u i r y  s t r u c tu r e s  for refin- 
in g  k n o w le d g e ” ( 1 9 8 4 ,  119).  He f inds a n  a p p a r e n t  i s o m o r p h i s m  b e tw ee n  
P e p p e r s  sy s te m  of w o r ld  h y p o th e s e s  a n d  th e  s t r u c tu r e  of  t h e  lea rn in g  
p rocess :  e x p e r ie n c e  g r a s p h e d  t h r o u g h  a p p r e h e n s i o n  a n d  t r a n s f o rm e d  
t h r o u g h  i n te n t io n  resu l ts  in divergent  k n o w l e d g e  (o rg an ic ism ) ;  e x p e r i 
e n ce  g r a s p e d  th r o u g h  c o m p r e h e n s io n  a n d  t r a n s f o rm e d  t h r o u g h  in t e n 
t io n  re su l ts  in assimilative  k n o w le d g e  (m e c h a n i s m ) ;  e x p e r ie n c e  g ra sp h e d  
th r o u g h  c o m p r e h e n s io n  a n d  t r a n s f o rm e d  t h r o u g h  e x te n s io n  resu l ts  in 
convergent  k n o w le d g e  ( fo rm ism ) ;  e x p e r i e n c e  g r a s p h e d  by  a p p r e h e n s io n  
a n d  t r a n s f o rm e d  by  e x te n s io n ,  re su l ts  in  accommodative  k n o w le d g e  (c o n 
tex tu a l i sm ) .  (Kolb  1 9 8 4 ,  4 2 ,  1 1 1 - 1 1 2  .)

5 1 h a v e  n a m e d  th ese  c a teg o r ie s  a lo n g  th e  Iines “s u g g e s t e d ” by  t h e o r ie s  u n -
d e r  study. T h e  p r o p e r t i e s  (*) h a v e  b e e n  t a k e n  d irec t ly  f rom  th e  texts.

6 T h ese  q u e s t io n s  will be  d i s c u s se d  in  m o r e  d e ta i l  in  c h a p t e r  5.
7 ‘P e r c e p t io n ’ b e lo n g s  to t h e  family o f  e p is te m o lo g ic a l  t e rm s  w h i c h  cen tre

a r o u n d  th e  c o n c e p t  of  k n o w le d g e  (H a m ly n  19 6 3 ,  xi; S c ru to n  1 9 9 6 ,3 2 8 ) .  
In th is  s tu d y  ‘p e r c e p t i o n ’ is an  u m b r e l l a  t e rm ,  a n d  is d iv id e d  in to  th ree  
p a r t s  in th e  K an t ian  m a n n e r .

8 Kant  a c c o m p l i s h e d  h is  first  m a jo r  e p is te m o lo g ic a l  ta s k  by p r o v in g  in th is
w ay  th e  ex is te n ce  o f  a p r io r i  e l e m e n t s  in  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  (G re e n  1992 ,  
38) .  T h e  ca teg o r ie s ,  a c c o rd in g  to Kant,  a re  as follows: of  q u a n t i t y  (unity, 
m ult ip lic ity ,  u n iv e rsa l i ty ) ,  of  q u a l i ty  (reality,  n e g a t io n ,  l im i ta t io n ) ,  o f  re- 
l a t io n  ( su b s ta n c e ,  causality ,  r e c ip ro c i ty ) ,  o f  m o d a l i ty  (p o ss ib i l i ty  -  im -  
possibility, ex is tence  -  n o n -e x is te n ce ,  necess i ty  -  c o n t in g en cy ) .  Kant he ld  
th a t ,  a l t h o u g h  a k n o w i n g  su b je c t  d o  n o t  e x p e r ie n c e  th e  ca tegor ie s  as 
su c h ,  he  b e c o m e s  a w are  oi t h e m  in c o n n e c t i o n  w i th  ex p e r ien c e .  (K ant  
19 9 6 ,  6 0 - 6 7 . )  It is t h u s  p e rm is s ib le  to  t h in k  t h a t  n e w  e x p e r ie n c e  m ay  
e n r ic h  a n d  clarify th e  sy s te m ,  t h o u g h  w i t h o u t  e v e r  m a k i n g  it linal.  In 
fact, th e re  is n o  th eo re t ic a l  reaso n  w h y  in th e  c o u r s e  o f  t im e  n e w  c a teg o 
ries s h o u l d  n o t  b e  d i s c o v e re d  ad  in f in i tu m .  (Ja spe rs  1962 ,  2 6 - 2 7 . )

9 My to p ic  c o m m e n c e d  as lea rn ing .  I la te r  n o t ic e d  th a t  ali th e  t h e m e s  w h ic h
1 w as  h a n d l i n g  u n d e r  th is  to p ic  w e re  s t ro n g ly  c o n n e c te d  to the individual 
subject, w h e t h e r  h e  w as  cal led  a n  a d u l t ,  a l e a r n e r  o r  an  a d u l i  leam er.  
T h e re fo re  1 c h o se  to u se  th e  e x p re s s io n  ‘in d iv id u a l  d im e n s io n s  of a d u l t  
e x p e r ien t ia l  l e a r n in g ’. T h e  o th e r  s id e  o f  a d u l t  e x p e r ien t ia l  le a rn in g  c o n -  
c e rn s  in te ra c t io n  w i th  o th e rs ,  i.e. social  e le m e n ts  o f  th e  l e a rn in g  p rocess .  
In d iv id u a l  a n d  social  e le m e n ts  i n te r p e n e t r a t e  in a c o m p le x  w ay  in th e  
e x p e r ien t ia l  l e a r n in g  p ro cess ,  b u t  are, h o w e v e r ,  s im u l t a n e o u s ly  p resen t .
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10 II is im p o r ia n t  to recognise thai ali learn ing , w h e th e r  it is t e rm ed  
experiential learning or not, has an experiential hasis (Jarvis 1987).

1 1 Husserl described the natural att itude as the original, pre-reflective, pre- 
theoretical a ttitude, w hich  is prior to critical or theoretical reflection (see 
e.g. van Manen 1990, 7; Roberts 1992, 268-269).

1 2 This ‘needs-m eeting ’ ideology or ‘services for felt n eed s ’ -approach  has 
been widely criticized (see e.g. Grilfin 1989;Jarv is  1987; W ilson 1992). 
Knovvles, especially, has heen criticized for this k ind  of theorization.

13 Knovvles a nd  M ezirow  argue ab o u t  these  in te res ts  qu i te  similarly, 
“som eth ing  of w hich individuals are less conscious than  they are of their 
in terests” (Knovvles 1980, 27) and “o u r  real in terests -  like those of the 
alcoholic -  may be h idden  from us by physical, ideological or psycho- 
logical dis tort ion or coercion, by deprivation or by u n q u es t ion ed  social 
no rm s or o ther a ssum ptions” (Mezirovv 1991c, 216). Mezirovv claims 
that, in addition  to learners expressed needs and  interests defined with in  
his current m ean ing  perspective, assessment of learner ‘n eed s’ sh o u ld  be 
b ro adened  to include real interests, w hich  the lea rner  w ou ld  prefer if he 
h ad  more perfect knovvledge, greater freedom and  less distorted m eaning  
perspectives (ibid.,  226).

1 4A ltho ug h  Kolbs m odel is one most often used bo th  in practice and  in 
research, and its high level of abstraction has been  seen as one of its 
s trengths (see Sugarm an 1985), it has left m u ch  space to criticism. In 
particular, Kolbs learning cycle has been criticized for m any  reasons: 
som e have e xpanded  it because of too simplistic a form (see e.g. Barnett 
1989; Jarvis 1987; Miettinen 1998), som e criticize the relatively u n -  
developed parts of the learning cycle (see e.g. Pelsma &  Borgers 1986; 
Sugarm an 1985) or even the choice of words. Sims, Veres III &  H eninger 
(1 9 8 9 )  a rgu e  th a t  K o lbs  ‘a c c o m m o d a t i o n ’ im p l ie s  p a ss iv i ty  a n d  
com prom ise  and tha t  ‘im plem enta t ion’ w ould  be a better word . This 
famous learning cycle is, hovvever, only one part of Lhe vvhole theory, b u t  
for a m ore  co m p le te  view of Kolbs lea rn in g  th eo ry  the p h a se s  of 
acquisit ion, specialization and integration are im portant.

1 5 S c h ö n ’s w ork  is not, hovvever, sufficiently analytical and  art iculated to 
enable to (ollovv the connections that m ust be m ade  betvveen elem ents of 
experience and  e lem ents  of cognition so that we m ay see how  reflection- 
in-action might be u nders tood  to occur (M unby &  Russell 1989).

16 Revans em phasizes  the social dimensions of experiential learning ra ther 
than individual ones. Accordingly, Revans’ conception  of learning vvill be 
treated in more detail in chapter 5.

17 Knovvles is not capable of explaining vvhat actually happens  in the learning 
process (see e.g. Grace 1996; Merriam 1987; Podeschi &  Pearson 1986; 
Tennatt 1986; see also Manninen, Kauppi &  Kontiainen 1988, 40). His
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theorizing is concernd more wiih the external organizing and management 
of learning than with the act of adult learning itself. H anree (1984), for 
example, has even asked vvhether Knovvles is presenting a theory of 
teaching or one of learning.

18 Mezirovv examines many definitions of reflection, including Dewey s and 
Schöns. He finds similarities betw een his own definitions and Schöns 
‘reflection-in-action’. He equates Schöns tacit ltheories-in-action’ or 
‘frames’ with what he himself calls m eaning perspectives (Mezirow 1991 c, 
112-114).

19 Development of reflective judgm ent appears to be correlated w ith formal 
schooling in which abstract thought is emphasized (Mezirow 199 le , 144).

20 Reflection is no t  same as introspection (being aware of ones empirical 
self) or physical reflection (as in m irrors) or ‘thinking hard about some- 
th ing’ (Roberts 1992, 5-6). Mezirow too has defined w hat reflection is 
not: not simple awareness, not cognition, not introspection (becoming 
aware of the fact that we are perceiving, thinking, feeling or acting in a 
certain way) (1991c, 106-107).

21 This km d of recognition has to be distinguished from the k ind which 
asks vvhy som ething is and from the k ind w hich is looking for the larger 
‘Meaning of Life’ (see D anner 1995; M erriam &  Heuer 1996).

22 A rendt developed this extended explanation Irom Kant’s distinction 
between reason and intellect (see Arendt 1978a; 1978b; see also McKenzie 
1987).

23 The cntical theory, and by implication perspective transformaation, is based 
on philosophical assum ptions that are challengeable (McKenzie 1987).

24 In this connection I am not concerned about organizational, cultural or 
societal developm ent in larger frameworks, although these theorists have 
written about them. I agree with Knowles and Mezirow that the same 
basic learning process should be app l i e d  to ali types of learning activities, 
w helher they are individual learning, group learning or com m unity 
developm ent projects. In particular, Mezirow has pointed out forcefully 
to certain of his critics, w ho accuse him  of the lack of a coherent, 
com prehensive theory of social change (see Collard &  Law 1989; C un
ningham  1992). 1 agree w hh Mezirow that adult learning transform s 
m eaning perspectives, not Society, not politics. Nevertheless, significant 
learning, involving personal transform ations, could have significant 
im plications for social action (Mezirow 1991c, 206-212). Knowles, in 
turn , has been accused of preparing individuals to ad a p t  to technological 
change (see Fisher &r Podeschi 1989; Griffin 1989; W ilson 1992; my 
italics) and being apolitical (see Brookfield 1989).

25 Knowles’ conception of personal growth and the self-actualized person 
has been critic ized  because it rem ains elusive and  is uncritica lly
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constructed (see e.g. Griffin 1989;Tennatt 1986; see also Oddi 1987). In 
addition, il is unclear vvhether personal growth should be guided by 
either the n e e d  or the cibiliLy of adults to be self-directing (see Tennatt 
1986).

26 I have divided the social dimension into two major categories, the episte- 
mological and the existential. At first, 1 was interested in ‘teaching’ and 
broadly in three basic questions concerning the context of learning, 
pedagogical procedures in learning process and the educators role. At 
the m om ent, however, 1 think that the term s ‘existential’ and ‘episte- 
mological’ better describe my concerns.

27 Discussion is not, of course, the only possibility. Knowles, for example, 
proposes a list of other more participatory experiential techniques: the 
case m ethod, the critical-incident process, simulation, role playing, skill- 
practice exercises, problem-solving cases, field projects, action projects, 
laboratory experim ents and m ethods, consultative supervision, de- 
monstration, seminars, vvork conferences, counseling, group therapy, and 
com munity development (Knovvles 1980, 50). However, 1 would like to 
argue that discussion is included in s ide  these techniques.

28 Kolbs vvork has been mainly concerned vvith the learner’s processes 
vvithout intent to clarify the educators role in designing learning activities. 
Nevertheless, Sugarman (1985), for example, regards Kolbs learning cycle 
as a model of effective teaching. More recently, Kolb too has shown interest 
in the nature of dialogue (see Hämäläinen &  Siirala 1998).

29 Kolb and Knowles suggest an ‘opening session’ at the beginning of the 
learning process. Knowles answer to the ‘unsettling first steps’ is an 
orientation or opening session, a preparatory learning-how -to-learn 
activity. Knowles argues that it helps learners to make the transition to 
becom ing self-directed. The opening session includes e.g. relationship- 
building, a climate-setting exercise, a short presentation of self-directed 
learning, skill-practice exercises and the construction  of a learning 
contract. (1989, 89-91.) Kolb’s proposition is an explicit discussion of 
the learning process, since many learners resist required courses designed 
to broaden their interests. One way to deal with this is that the educator 
and the learner share explicitly their respective theories of learning. From 
this discussion the learner can gain an insight into why the subject m atter 
is taught as it is. The discussion can help the educator to identify the 
variety of learning styles presented in the class. Furtherm ore, a third 
benefit is that both teacher and students are stim ulated to examine and 
refine their learning theories. (Kolb 1984, 202.) Schön too proposes that 
building a relationship conducive to learning should begin with “the 
explicit or implicit establishment of a c o n tr a c t th a t  se ts  e x p e c ta t io n :s f o r  th e  
d ia lo g u e ”, i.e. what the educator and the learner will expect to give to and
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get from  each other. F u rlh erm o re , ihere  is n o  single ‘r ig h t’ c o n tn c t  or 
re la tionsh ip ; d ifferent ones m ay be equally  effective. (S chön  1 9 8 8 ,1 6 7 .)

30  For m e as a researcher, iru th  is, how ever, ab o u t d isc lo sing  th e  v o rld  
ra th e r ih an  accurately  rep resen ting  it. T he em phasis is on  understmding  
ra th e r ih an  ‘finding o u t’, on  developmenl ra th e r th an  certain ty . Never- 
theless, 1 believe tha t we gradually  ap p ro ach  som e k in d  of u n iv e rsd  and  
ah isto rical tru th  ab o u t p h en o m en a . Ali beliefs claim  to tru th , ‘a n sv e rs ’. 
Ultimately, non -persis ten t certa in ties or relative tru th s  are the  founcation  
from  vvhich persisten t tru th s  are derived. Therefore, I do  n o t re je :t the  
no tion  of one tru th  o r one “rig h t” way. But I also believe -  a long w ith  
relativists -  th a t ali knovvledge is h u m a n  co n stru c tio n  (see Lyons 1990; 
R oberts 1 9 9 2 ,4 8 ).

31 T his o rien ta tion  to w ord less ac tion  as teach ing  has been  seen  as one 
s treng th  of S chönian  d escrip tion  (see M cK innon 1989; see also L avren- 
ce 1989; M unby &  Russell 1989). M cK innon a rgues th a t im r.a tion  
presen ts  itself as a p rocess of selective co n stru c tio n . A le a m e r may co- 
ordinate the two Strategies of im itation: reproducing  a process and ccpying 
its p ro d u c t. He progresses from  im ita ting  th e  o th e r to im ita tin g  himself. 
T here im ita tion  is a h ighly Creative an d  constructive  p rocess.

32 This Schönian educator-learner re la tionsh ip  resem bles the  appren ticesh ip  
of the craft trad ition  (see LaBoskey 1989). N olan (1989), in tu rn , discovers 
the  close sim ilarity  betvveen S ch ö n s view  of reflective superv ision  and  
clinical superv ision .

33 K ant associates these tru th s  w ith  necessity, possib ility  an d  actuality  (see 
R oberts 1992, 103-104).

3 4 P artic ip a to ry  consciousness reflects a ho listic  ep istem ology  tha t replaces 
the  trad itiona l relation betvveen ‘t ru th ’ and  ‘in te rp re ta tio n ’ in  vvhich the 
idea of tru th  an ted a les  th e  idea of in te rp re ta tio n . Partic ipa to ry  c o n 
sciousness does n o t stand  in op p o sitio n  to  the con cep ts  of objectivity 
and  subjeclivity: it sim ply  effaces them . A ccord ing  to  th is epistem ology 
w e can n o t ‘reach ’ any th ing , b u t we can let go of som eth ing . (H eshusius 
1994.)

3 5 T h e  lists in the  en dno tes  35, 36 , 37, 38 and  39  in th is sec tion  describe in 
the  th eo ris ts ’ ow n vvords the  tasks ihey require  of the  ad u lt educator. 
They are dravvn ou t from th e  lists vvhich 1 m ade earlie r con ce rn in g  the  
vvork of the  educator. T he vvidth of each en d n o te  ind ica tes  vvhere the 
em phasis has been  in th eo ris ts ’ vvork. T he first list, vvhich concerns the 
abilities to recognise perspectives, is short: Schön: gu ided  practice requires 
in s tru c to r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  in d iv id u a l p e rsp ec tiv e  o f s tu d en ts ; 
Knowles: to take in to  aco u n t the  a d u lts  need  to be self-d irecting , the  
experiences of adu lts , an d  p ro b lem -cen te red  o rien ta tion  to  learn  th a t is 
closely co n n ec ted  vvith the deve lopm en ta l tasks in ad u lth o o d . Kolb: to
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have  an ability to make contact w ith  the  s tu d e n t s ’ in n e r  resources, 
a t t i tudes  an d  ideas; to meet the s tu do n t’s goals, learn ing  style, pace and  
life si tuation.

3 6  The list, w hich concerns the abilites to generate  and  selecl educative 
secon d -o rd e r  experiences is as follovvs: Schön: the  coachs  ability to adap t 
d em o n s tra t io n  and description to the lea rners  changing  needs; to cope 
w ith  the ir  reactions to the predicament in w h ich  he has he lped  to place 
th e m .m u c h  depends  on the fate of the s tu d e n t ’s learning predicam ent; 
the teacher  has a predicament com plem en tary  to the s tuden ts ;  the  coach 
m u s t  learn ways of shovving and telling m a tch ed  to the peculiar qualities 
of th e  s tu den t  before him , learn how  to read he r  particular difficulties 
an d  po tentia ls  Irom her  efforts at perform ance, an d  discover and  test 
w h a t  she makes of his interventions; Mezirow: to help  learners see and  
com e  to grips with the discrepancies betvveen avow ed beliefs and  their 
actions; to help learners link self-insights with social no rm s  and  thereby 
realize that their dilemmas are shared; for the  educa to r  or the therapist ,  
the relevant questions are “How does the learner respond to the situation?” 
an d  “W h a t  assumptive rules does s/he follovv?”; to take into account bo th  
the  way the learner indicates the rules s/he follows and  the perceptions 
of o thers  familiar with the learner; educa to rs  m u s t  bevvare of placing 
learners  in a vacuum  by m aking them  aware of the need  for collective 
source  change vvithout helping them acquire  the in form ation  and  skills 
needed  to im plem ent it; Knovvles: to help learners identify the life problems 
they experience because of the gaps in the ir  personal equ ipm ent;  the 
e d u ca to r  has a responsibili ty  to create cond it ions  and  provide tools and  
p rocedures  for helping learners discover their  ‘needs  to k n o w ’; to notice 
that the  timing of learning experiences coincide with those developmental 
tasks; to pian  with the learners a sequence  of learning experiences; to 
select the most effective methods and techniques; to share his/her th inking 
ab o u t  o p t ions  available the selection of materia ls  involve the learners in 
dec id ing  am on g  these options jointly; to expose the learners to new  pos- 
sibilities for self-fullillment identify these resources and  link learners with 
th e m  effectively.

37  The list, w hich  concerns the abilities to guide  the learning dialogue, is 
following: Revans: a wise counsellor pu ts  u p  suggestions for the subject 
to k n o c k  dow n; he must contrive that the subject convinces h im self  that 
the  course  oi action is feasible; not degenerate  in to  a contest be tw een 
counsel lo r  and  subject precipitated; can w ithdraw ; w hen  subject is likely 
to be confused , the adviser cannot size u p  the  prob lem  to rm en t ing  the 
subject; great patience, ability to lisien to w hat the subject is try ing to 
say; the  subject himself tu rns questioner of the adviser; Schön: respons
ibility for initiating a breaking of learning bind , in the first instance, must
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lie wiih ihe instructor, w h o  is p resum ab ly  be l te r  eq u ip p e d  to  do  w hal 
the s tu den t  cannot as yet do; to encourage, “opening  u p  the possibilities”; 
to leach “tech n iq u e”; nonevaluative: answ ers  quest ions  w ith  questions, 
suggests instead of cri tiquing and  to relate c u rren t  issues to  larger ones; 
creates a revvard system that em phas izes  m e th od o log y  of in q u i ry  versus 
getting a particular ansvver; to im plan t  new  ideas, to d ispose  of o r modify 
old ones and  th rough  dialogue to develop and  refine the ir  ( leaem ers’) 
know ledge  and  skills;Mezirow: to he lp  a lea rner  beco m e  aw are  of and 
assess alternative m eaning  perpsectives for v iewing a p ro b le m  is no t to 
teli the learner w hat to do bu t only to p resen t  different sets of rules, 
tactics and  criteria for judging ; p rovides different/a lternative m ean ing  
perspectives that offer new  ways of re spo nd ing  to a s i tua t ion; to help 
lea rners  look critically at the ir  beliefs an d  b eh av io rs ,  a s s u m p tio n s ,  
premises, no t only as these appear  at the  m o m e n t  b u t  in the  contex t of 
the ir  his tory (purpose)  and  co nsequences  in the  lea rn e rs  lives; actively 
foster le a rn e rs ’ cri tical reflection u p o n  the i r  a s s u m p t io n s ,  n o t  only 
con cern ing  the con ten t and  process of p rob lem  solving, b u t  also con- 
c e rn in g  th e  p rem ise s  b e h in d  th e i r  so c io l in g u is t ic ,  e p i s t e m ic  a n d  
psychological beliefs; to he lp  lea rners  focus u p o n  a n d  ex am in e  the 
a ssum ptions  -  epistemological, social an d  psychological -  tha t underl ie  
beliefs, feelings and actions; assess the consequences oi these assumptions; 
identify and  explore alternative sets of a ssu m p tio n s /p o in ts  of view; to 
initiate, facilitate, encourage learners to challenge, create, e labora te  and  
transform  their  m ean ing  schem es and  m ean in g  perspectives.

38  The list, w hich  concerns d e m an d s  on  e d u ca to rs  ow n  de p th  of under-  
s tand in g  of the  topic, is following: Knowles: the teacher  sh o u ld  k n o w  his 
subject matter; the teacher shou ld  be enthusiast ic  ab o u t  his sub jec t  and 
ab ou t  teaching it; to gear the presen ta t ion  of his ow n  resources to the 
levels of experience of particular learners; Schön: has bu il t  u p  a repertoire 
of examples, images, unders tandings and  actions (many ways of “telling”); 
the coach m ust learn ways of show ing  and  telling m atched  to the peculiar 
qualities of the s tu den t  before h im , learn h o w  to read he r  part icular 
difficulties and  potentia ls  Irom h e r  efforts at pe rfo rm ance ,  and discover 
and  test w ha t  she m akes  of his in terven tions;  in unfam il iar  s i tuations he 
is able to m ake sense of their  u n iqueness ,  he need no t  reduce th em  to 
instances of s tandard  categories; ability to reflect on , and  encourage  
reflection on dialogue itself; Revans: to enrich  the ir  ow n  intellectual 
unders tand ing  of managerial tasks, bu t they m us t also sense the emotional 
overtones of carrying responsibility for actions w ith  u ncer ta in  outcom es; 
evaluate the ir  ow n  efforts; to discharge it effectively, they m u s t  teach 
themselves w hat they are, precisely, try ing  to do; the really good teacher 
recognizes that , sho u ld  his pupils  begin to ap p ro ach  his ow n s tandards,
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they  vvill pose questions to him to w hich  he has no  answer; suggest that 
b o th  shou ld  try to find out from others w ho m igh t  also be interested to 
k n o w  the answer; a reputation to defend , he may be vvholly sure  that he 
n e e d  no t Consult any other source, h e  is s im ply  the victim of seif- 
idolisation; the same individual may, from time to time, occupy bo th  
roles, those of identilying the questions to  ask is the task of the leader, of 
the  wise man; linding the ansvvers to th e m  is the business  of the expert; 
the true leader m ust alvvays be more in te res ted  in w ha t  he canno t see in 
front of h im  (the m ark  of the wise m an) ;  Mezirow: educa to r  m us t no t  
sim ply  focus on the materials/ the new data p resen ted  to be learned or 
the i r  “presentation  skills”.

39 The list of tasks, which refer to authority-orientation, is following: Knowles: 
to have full responsibility for de term ining w hat is to be learned; to accept 
de p e n d en cy  w hen  it clearly is the reality; a timekeeper ,  taskm aster and  
enforcer of schedules of events in o rd e r  that the learner can becom e 
im m ersed  in the analytical exercise necessary to reach a solution and  no t 
w orry  about having to set goals and m anage  h is /her  ow n time; makes 
decis ions concerning flow and nature o f activities in the class session 
mostly  p rio r to the course; Kolb: is the accepted  representative of the 
body  of know ledge - j u d g in g  and evaluating learner ou tpu t ,  in terpre ting  
in form ation  that canno t be dealt with by the rules of inference and  
enforcing m ethodology and Scientific rigor of the field of study; the 
responsibility  to check out which assum ptio ns  are realistic in a given 
situation; to correct the error; to give he r  a way of u n d e rs tand in g  w hat is 
wrong; can give specific instructions, ju d g e  s tu d en t  s p roduc t  or process, 
teli the s tuden t how  to set priorities, p ropose  experiments; Schön: the  
m as te r  asks the s tuden t to give up  his au tonom y: he m us t invite h im  to 
en te r  into a tem porary  relationship of trust and  dependency ; a learner 
becom es dependen t on teacher, turn  to th em  for help  in acquir ing  u n d e r 
s tand ing , direction and competence.

4 0  F rom  this point of view, power enters the  s truc ture  of the dialogue (see 
e.g. Hart 1990; Latomaa 1992, 14-16). Mezirow, for example, has been 
critieized for failing to recognize the impmrtance of p ow er in d is torting  
educational and dialogic relationships (Collard &  Law 1989; Hart 1990).

41 A lthough  the emphasis  in this section has mostly been on one-to -one  
process, between one adult learner and one adu lt  educator, in practice 
the si tuation is even more oomplicated along  with fellow learners.
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t  h 1 s b o o k  focuses on seeking to locate the essence 

o f  a central phenom enon in the area o f  ad u lt education  

- a d u lt exp erien tia l learn ing . /Is  a somevvhat new  

educational orthodoxy, ad u lt experien tia l learn ing has 

tended  to attract scholars and practitioners in the fie ld  

o f  a d u lt education, espec ia lly  educators, across a 

broad  d ivers ity  o fco n tex ts .

This s tu d y  a ttem p ts  to address the prevaiting  

conceptual confusion surround ing  a d u lt exp erien tia l 

learn ing and, a t the sam e tim e, develop an alternative  

conceptualization o f i t  on the hasis o f  the theories p u t 

fo rw a rd  by M a lco lm  Knowles, D avid  Kolb, Jack 

M ezirow , R eg inald  Revans an d  D on ald  Schön.

Anita M a lin e n ’s aim  is no t to close the debate on ad ult 

exp erien tia l learn ing . R ath er it  is h o p ed  th a t this  

conceptualization w ill serve to keep open the d ialogue  

betw een  th eory  an d  practice.

”M a lin e n  has prod uced  a c losely argued, 

ph ilo s o p h ica lly  so ph is tica ted  s tu d y  th a t show s a 

thorough grasp o f  a relevant literature in ad u lt learning  

an d  education, p h ilo so p h yan d  research methodology. 

H e ra p p lic a tio n  o f  a K antian perspective  to the  

un derstand ing  o f  ex p erien tia l learn ing  is a Creative 

piece o fin te lle c tu a l work th at in trigued  an d  provoked  

this reviewer. I lea rn ed  m uch from  this s tudy an d  was 

p ro m p te d  to re th ink som e o f  m y ow n ideas in this  

area... In teresting , w ell w ritten, w ell conducted, an d  

w ell researched conceptual analysis. ” D isting uish ed  

Professor Stephen Brookfield, University o f  St. Thomas
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