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Preface

In the Preface of the second edition of Psychology and Adult Learning, which was
completed in 1996, I referred to Welton’s (1995) view of ‘. . . the chaos and
disorder so evident in the field of adult education’. I also cited Bruner’s (1990)
view that psychology as a discipline ‘has become fragmented as never before in 
its history’. I did so to give the reader a sense of the changing ‘view from the field’
of both adult education and psychology. In a similar manner this new edition
attempts to pick up shifts in contemporary society and academic thinking, at least
in so far as they are pertinent to the purpose of the book. Three such shifts have
been identified. First, structural changes in society resulting from globalizing
processes and the application of new information technologies have been
expressed in the pervasiveness of risk, change and uncertainty; and the experience
and prevalence of disruptions and discontinuities in life trajectories. Much of this
book is about the formation of identities and their connection to learning and
pedagogy. Second, the resurgence of lifelong learning, although it is normally
associated with policy frameworks and instruments designed to reform national
education and training systems, also foregrounds pedagogy and learning. While
adult learning in the past was strongly associated with the provision of ‘adult
education’, it is now a more mainstream concern. The final shift to be noted is the
direct or indirect impact on psychology of the intellectual movement collectively
labelled ‘postmodernism’, particularly the idea that in contemporary society
fragmentation, diversity, difference and multiple identities are replacing cohesion,
convergence, sameness and singular identities in our working, civic and private
lives. 

In spite of any misgivings voiced about the state of adult education theory, and
psychology as a foundation discipline within it, adult education as an activity is
arguably becoming more urgent and central. This is particularly so given that
demarcations between formal and nonformal educational institutions are breaking
down, new interdisciplinary groupings are being formed which challenge the old
disciplines, and formal educational institutions no longer enjoy a monopoly on
either pedagogical expertise or the creation of knowledge. Adult education is
beginning to fill some of the spaces created by the fragmentation of the old
educational systems.



In this context I believe it makes sense to continue the project of linking
psychology to issues and practices in adult education. But not for the purpose of
psychologizing the process of adult learning and certainly not to resurrect a
monolithic and singular theory of adult learning. Rather, the purpose is to
acknowledge the psychological dimension of adult education work, and to explore
this dimension in the context of the concerns of adult educators, and global social
and economic conditions. 

It is a book about psychology and adult learning as opposed to being a book
about the psychology of adult learning. The reader who wants a comprehensive
account of psychology and its application to adult learning should look elsewhere.
Similarly, the reader who wants an exhaustive treatment of any particular theory
will not find it here. My approach has been to examine the seminal traditions of
some key psychological theories and to discuss the issues and problems in applying
them to an understanding of adult learning and development. I hope it will be
useful for those who seek a critical understanding of psychological theory and
research from the perspective of the adult educator.

Many of the ideas grew out of lectures and seminars delivered to graduate
students in the adult education programme at the University of Technology,
Sydney. These students were enrolled in one of a number of courses leading to an
award in adult education. They comprised community educators, industrial and
commercial trainers, Aboriginal educators, ESOL teachers, literacy teachers,
outreach workers, health education officers and so on. They were all practising
adult educators who had completed undergraduate studies in psychology or a
related discipline. This is the readership for whom the book will be most accessible
– the graduate student who has a knowledge of psychology, and work experience
with adults engaged in education.

I should like to express my gratitude to the following colleagues and friends who
have made direct and indirect contributions to the book: Susan Roberts, who read
the draft and made many valuable suggestions; Chris Duke, who was my host at
the University of Warwick during the writing of the first edition; John Martin,
who was a valuable mentor during my days at Macquarie University, my colleagues
in the adult education programme at the University of Technology, Sydney;
Professor Ogasawara and his colleagues for kindly inviting me to Hokkaido
University during which time the second edition was written, and Peter Jarvis,
who stimulated me to write the book and provided valuable editorial guidance.

I am also indebted to the following publishers for permission to reproduce
diagrams and figures:

1 Taylor & Francis, for allowing substantial excerpts from an article published
in the International Journal of Lifelong Education to be used in Chapter 2: 
M. Tennant (1986) ‘An evaluation of Knowles’ theory of adult learning’, 
5 (2): 113–22.

2 Harvard University Press, for Tables 4.3 and 4.6, which appear in Adaptation
to Life by George E. Vaillant. © Copyright 1977 by George E. Vaillant.
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3 Jossey-Bass, for Table 4.4, which appears in The Modern American College by
Arthur W. Chickering (ed.) (1981).

4 Gulf Publishing, Houston, for Table 8.2, which appears in Learning in Groups
(2nd edn) by D. Jaques (1992).

5 Croom Helm, for Table 9.1, which appears in Adult Learning and Education
by Malcolm Tight (ed.) (1983).

6 Writers and Readers Publishing Co-operative, for Figure 9.1, which appears
in Education: The Practice of Freedom by Paulo Freire (1974).

In addition I would like to acknowledge that parts of chapters 1, 2, 4 and 9 have
appeared previously in M. Tennant (1998) ‘Adult education as a technology 
of the self’, International Journal of Lifelong Education, 13(4): 364–76 and in C.
Chappell, C. Rhodes, N. Solomon, M. Tennant and L. Yates (2003) Reconstructing
the Lifelong Learner: Pedagogies of Individual, Organizational and Social Change,
London: RoutledgeFalmer. Parts of Chapter 4 have appeared in M. Tennant
(2000) ‘Adult learning for self development and change’, in A. Wilson and 
E. Hayes (eds), Handbook 2000: Adult and Continuing Education, San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, pp. 87–100. Also parts of Chapter 5 have appeared in M. Tennant
(1999) ‘Is learning transferable?’, in D. Boud, and J. Garrick (eds) Understanding
Learning in the Workplace, London: Routledge, pp. 165–79.

I would also like to thank my immediate family: Susan, Annie and Erin.

Mark Tennant
Sydney, Australia, January 2005
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Existing approaches to understanding adult learning generally fall within one 
of three broad types. The first type seeks to provide a balanced overview of
psychological, sociological and philosophical theory and research together with
an assessment of its relevance to adult education (e.g. Cross, 1981; Long, 1983;
Candy, 1991; Jarvis, 2004; Merriam and Caffarella, 1999; Rogers, 2003). The
emphasis is generally pragmatic; a description of various aspects of psychology is
developed into an eclectic understanding of how adults best learn, this may be
followed by a tentative list of principles to be adopted or procedures to be employed
when teaching adults. There will usually be some comments about the conceptual
ambiguities of a theory or the difficulties in verifying a particular research finding,
but these are often parenthetical comments, set aside from the thrust of the text.
A second type of approach to understanding adult learning is one which has a
clearly articulated thesis and which uses the literature to support the thesis being
proposed (e.g. Knowles, 1978, 1984; Tough, 1979, 1982; Mezirow, 2000; Illeris,
2002). Typically there is an attempt to identify and draw upon a selected set of
psychological, sociological and philosophical concepts and principles and thereby
develop a programmatic (and sometimes prescriptive) statement about adult
teaching and learning.

With respect to the psychological dimension (which is the principal concern
of this book), neither of the above approaches leads to a critical understanding of
the theories in question. This is understandable, because when the agenda is clearly
‘adult learning’ rather than ‘psychology’, it appears cumbersome and unnecessary
to address the conceptual and methodological problems of psychological theory
and research. Nevertheless, failure to do so will mean that psychology will continue
to be used in an uncritical way to support the normative rhetoric of adult
education.

A third approach takes as its point of departure a critical analysis of theory and
research in adult education and develops from this a view about adult teaching
and learning (e.g. Griffin, 1983; Hart, 1990a, 1990b; Collins, 1991; Brookfield,
2005). To date, instances of this type have typically drawn upon a range of disci-
plines, such as sociology, history, educational theory and, of course, psychology.
My aim in writing this book is to incorporate the spirit of this approach through



adopting a critical posture towards selected ‘foundational’ psychological theories
and research findings, the purpose being to encourage teachers of adults to
approach their practice with a more critical lens.

Jerome Bruner in his Acts of Meaning (1990) argues that contemporary psy-
chology has become fragmented, that it has lost touch with the broader intellectual
community, and that it needs to refocus on the great psychological questions once
again: ‘questions about the nature of mind and its processes, questions about how
we construct our meanings and our realities, questions about the shaping of mind
by history and culture’ (p. xi). Once psychology addresses meaning as a central
issue it invariably concerns itself with culture ‘A cultural psychology, almost by
definition, will not be preoccupied with “behavior” but with “action” . . . and more
specifically, with situated action, action situated in a cultural setting, and in the
mutually interacting intentional states of the participants’ (p. 19). As such
psychology will need to ally itself once again with the interpretive disciplines in
the humanities and the social sciences such as philosophy, history, linguistics,
sociology and anthropology. Instead of the positivist concerns with identifying
cause–effect relationships, prediction and control and the search for universal
‘culture-free’ aspects of the person, a cultural psychology embraces culture and 
the quest for meaning within culture as the key to understanding human action:
‘A cultural psychology is an interpretive psychology, in much the same sense that
history and anthropology and linguistics are interpretive disciplines. . . . It seeks
out the rules that human beings bring to bear in creating meanings in cultural
contexts. These contexts are always contexts of practice’ (p. 118). It is this view of
psychology that I believe can appropriately inform adult education practice.

As foregrounded in the Preface, one aim of this book is to pick up shifts in
contemporary society and academic thinking in so far as they are relevant to
psychology and adult learning. A key feature of the shifts identified is ‘change and
uncertainty’. But what has this to do with adult learning? Edwards et al. (2002)
provide some guidance on this:

change and adaptation to change have become watchwords of policy,
including educational policy. Many such characterizations incorporate a view
that contemporary change processes require greater reflexivity by individuals,
organizations, and societies and that this is achieved through learning . . .
it is through self and social questioning (reflexivity) that people are able to
engage with and (en)counter – be affected by but also affect – contemporary
uncertainties. 

(Edwards and Clarke, 2002: 526–7)

On this account, negotiating one’s way in the contemporary world requires 
the capacity to develop and sustain reflexivity, broadly conceived as a critical
awareness of the assumptions that underlie practice. 

In the chapters which follow, then, I aim to provide a critical account of those
psychological theories which have informed contemporary adult education theory

2 Introduction



and practice. Each theory or body of research is treated independently, in a
separate chapter, using two guiding principles. First, there is an attempt to provide
a balance of description, critique and comments on each theory’s influence on
adult education. As far as possible I have limited this process to those aspects of
each theory which are pertinent to the issues and concerns of adult educators.

Second, there is an emphasis on understanding psychological development
throughout the lifespan. The reason for this is that the very notion of ‘adult
education’ as a separate area of enquiry implies that a distinction should be made
between adults and children. Moreover, it implies that development and change
is a feature of adult life and that education has a continuing role to play in the
lives of all adults.

In developing a critique of each theory I have been mindful of Broughton’s
(1981a: 81) distinction between different types and levels of critique. In summary
these are:

1 Theoretical critique where conceptual weaknesses and internal contradictions
within the theory are identified.

2 Empirical critique where the adequacy of the theory is examined in the light
of the evidence.

3 Practical critique where the form, purpose and success of the practices
promoted by the theory are assessed.

4 Ideological critique where the sociological, historical and political origins,
nature and consequences of the theory are analysed and evaluated.

An exhaustive critical analysis of a given theory would require all four levels of
critique. However, in this book there is a mix of levels both within and between
the chapters. The aim is not to be exhaustive, but to be selective and for each
chapter to apply only that level of critique which is relevant to adult teaching and
learning.

In spite of this apparent ‘ad hoc’ approach there is a unifying theme which
persists throughout the text and which provides a framework linking the different
chapters. This theme concerns the nature of the relationship between the person
and the social environment. 

It is useful to think of the various psychological theories addressed in the texts
deriving from one of two broad perspectives: these depend on whether they take
the person or the social environment as their point of departure. Those theories
which emphasize the primacy of the person have a tendency to explain learning
and development in terms of the internal make-up of the person. Thus the person
is regarded as an entity having some objective form which it is the psychologist’s
task to discover, describe and explain. This assumption implies that the person
has an integrity or autonomous dynamic which makes it largely independent of
the social environment. In contrast, theories which emphasize the primacy of the
social environment have a tendency to explain learning and development in terms
of the external forces impinging on the person. On this account the person is
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reduced to the dependent position, implying that the person can be explained and
understood as a product of social influences, at least in all important respects.

This of course is an over-simplification and most theories admit both internal
and external influences on learning and development. But nevertheless, an
emphasis on one or the other term of the ‘person–social environment’ relation is
nearly always apparent. Within the person perspective there is a tradition of
research which focuses on emotional development. In this tradition, the emphasis
is on how our concept of self, and the conflicts within it, emerges and develops as
we proceed through the life course. The groundwork in this tradition can be 
traced to the humanistic psychology of Rogers and Maslow (Chapter 2), or to the
psychoanalytic theory of Freud and its subsequent developments (Chapter 3).
Many of the later theories of adult psychological development borrow from both
the psychoanalytic and humanistic traditions (e.g. Loevinger, Gould, Levinson,
Vaillant, Neugarten, Lowenthal). Adult educators have shown considerable
interest in this research (e.g. see Merriam and Caffarella, 1999), mainly because
it offers the prospect of providing a theoretical and research base for adult teach-
ing and learning (Chapter 4). In particular, it provides us with a model of the 
end point of development, the ‘fully functioning person’ – the autonomous,
independent and integrated adult personality – from which is derived a view about
how adults learn best at various stages and phases of the life cycle (see Weathersby,
1981; Merriam and Clark, 1991; Tennant and Pogson, 1995). The other tradition
within the person perspective is concerned with the person’s knowledge and
cognitive capacities. One area in this research attempts to explain the processes
through which, in the course of our development, we attain an understanding of
the world. The principal theorists and researchers in this area have been influenced
by the seminal work of Piaget in the domain of cognitive development, and
Kohlberg in the domain of moral development. They have in common the mission
of describing and explaining the sequence of stages which mark our progressive
understanding of abstract concepts and moral regulations. Adult educators are
interested in the extent to which we can talk of ‘adult’ cognitive stages, and
whether the processes of stage progression are relevant to the processes of adult
learning. Increasingly, however, there is interest in work which documents intel-
lectual capacity over the lifespan and/or how intelligence in adult life needs to be
reconceived (Chapter 5). Other research efforts have focused on mapping
individual differences in cognitive styles (Chapter 6).

The ‘social environment’ perspective encompasses a diverse range of theories
and approaches. One class of approaches postulates a mechanistic relationship
between the person and the social forces acting on it. On this account the person
is a passive receiver of behaviours, roles, attitudes and values which are shaped
and maintained by the social environment through rewards and sanctions. The
most influential of these approaches is Skinner’s stimulus–response psychology
(behaviourism). His theory has had an impact on teaching and learning in all
sectors of education. In adult education his legacy is most apparent in the
importance attached by many adult educators to the need for setting behavioural
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objectives and providing regular feedback and reinforcement (Chapter 7). This
mechanistic approach is also apparent in some of the descriptive research on adult
life phases (e.g. Chickering and Havighurst, 1981).

An opposing class of approaches within the ‘social environment’ perspective
postulates a more active role for the person in the person–society dialectic.
Learning and development are thus seen as proceeding through a constant inter-
action between the developing person and the social environment, both of which
are active in this process – this is why it is referred to as a dialectical process. In
adult education this general approach is recognizable in the writings of Freire,
Lovett, Griffin, Brookfield, Mezirow and others who draw attention to the working
of social processes in shaping individual identity and the need for adult learners
to resist forms of enculturation which are alienating and oppressive (Chapter 9).

There have now emerged theorists in both psychology and adult education 
who challenge the way in which ‘person’ and ‘society’ are portrayed as a binary
opposition (Gergen, 1993; Burman, 1994; Usher et al., 1997). Under the broad
banner of postmodernism they argue that the privileging of one term over the
other is part of the problem. Moreover, theoretical positions which pose an
ongoing dialectical interaction between ‘individual’ and ‘society’ have hitherto
been unable to escape the dualism and invariably privilege one term over the
other. 

The above distinctions are useful as a framework for locating different psy-
chological theories – but they are more than this. In everyday life people adopt
strong views on the relationship between person and society, and those views
influence their perception of political, economic and moral issues. Let me illustrate
this with some examples of an extreme person perspective, which is commonly
manifested in the way people attribute to individuals the responsibility for events
and actions which are more properly considered social phenomena. Thus we hear
that the unemployed are lazy or inept (and could therefore enter employment if
they changed their attitude or improved themselves), migrants are reprehensible
for failing to learn their adopted country’s language and the illiterate have only
themselves to blame for their incomplete schooling (and should therefore pay fees
as adult second-chance learners). A variant of this tendency to attribute to the
individual more responsibility and control than is warranted, is the tendency to
overemphasize the natural (biological) and unalterable aspects of the individual.
Thus boys are seen as naturally different from girls (and by implication attempts
to change this are futile); homosexuality is deemed to be unnatural (and therefore
consensus cannot establish it as a legitimate lifestyle); and it is said that there 
are natural racial differences in intelligence (a view which challenges the efficacy
of educational intervention). These few examples, which illustrate a bias in
allocating responsibility towards the individual, constitute a challenge to the
wisdom or morality of collective responsibility and social intervention.

Any attempt to develop a theory of andragogy will necessarily be based on a
view of the relationship between person and society; and those educators who
propose educational reforms, new educational programmes, or new teaching
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practices, will invariably be called upon to articulate their views. This is because
education as an activity explicitly links the individual with the social. In particular,
adult education is seen as a vehicle for explicitly addressing significant social issues
connected to areas such as the environment, race, health, gender, class, the aged,
the unemployed and the dislocation and exploitation of migrants. In the text
which follows I consider in more detail the above general scenario. I argue that
many of the prevailing theories in psychology and adult education lead to an over-
regular and over-systematic view of adult learning and development, which is best
understood as a process subject to the vagaries of historical and social variation.
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Chapter 2

The self-directed learner and
theories of the self

Self-directed learning is one of those foundation concepts in the literature on adult
and lifelong learning, which strengthen the identity as a distinct field of practice
and enquiry. The term is constantly used in journals, monographs and texts, and
has featured in a number of national and international policy documents. It evokes
associations with a cluster of terms such as ‘learner-centredness’, ‘independent
learning’, ‘self-teaching’, ‘autonomy’, ‘freedom’ and ‘needs-meeting’, all of which
are enthusiastically embraced within the emerging ethos of adult and lifelong
learning.

Like most foundation concepts, ‘self-directed learning’ is articulated in a way
which allows seemingly limitless interpretations of what it is and how it should 
be applied. Stephen Brookfield has for may years provided a thoughtful analysis
of the concept, and in an early series of articles (1981, 1985a, 1985b , 1985c), he
locates the origin of self-directed learning in three distinct schools of thought.

To the banner of self-directed learning can be rallied those philosophers 
who advocate the development in students of powers of critical insight, 
independent thought and reflective analysis. Hence, the injunctions of
Paterson and Lawson regarding the importance of using a liberal arts curricu-
lum or of emphasising in the teaching of craft skills the cognitive, rational
and intellectual dimensions, are perfectly consistent with an interpreta-
tion of a self-directed learner as an individual skilled in making judgements
of the intellectual merit of various theories, arguments or propositions.
Humanistically inclined adult educators can also claim philosophical kinship
with the idea since it appears to be but an educational interpretation of the
notion of self-actualisation. Indeed, adult educators such as Knowles and
Tough, both of whom can be placed within the tradition of humanistic
psychology, are the writers most associated with this concept. Finally, critical
theorists of adult education such as Freire and Mezirow can also lay claim to
the concept as one which neatly summarises the idea that adult education
should be concerned to bring into the learner’s critical consciousness those
assumptions, beliefs and values which have been uncritically assimilated and
internalised during childhood and adolescence. 

(Brookfield, 1985a: 19)



The first of these schools of thought, the ‘cultivation of the intellect’ approach,
stresses the development of rational minds through a teacher-centred and subject-
focused curriculum. In this approach the self-directed learner is considered the
ideal product of a very traditional educational experience. As such, it is an
approach which is inimical to mainstream adult education theory and practice.
The remaining two schools of thought, the ‘humanistic’ and the ‘critical aware-
ness’, have had a profound impact on the struggle to define the goals, purposes and
practices of adult education. In particular they have competing views concerning
the nature, rationale and purposes of self-directed learning. 

In a later commentary on self-directed learning, Caffarella (1993) points to
three distinct ideas in the literature on self-directed learning:

a self-initiated process of learning that stresses the ability of individuals to
plan and manage their own learning, and attribute or characteristic of learners
with personal autonomy as its hallmark, and a way of organizing instruction
in formal settings that allows for greater learner control. (p. 25)

She points out that in addition to humanistic philosophy the concept has been
influenced by progressivism (the focus on the experience of the learner), behav-
iourism (the focus on learning contracts and objectives – see Heimstra and 
Sisco, 1990) and critical theory (the focus on critical reflection and the analysis
of the assumptions which guide our actions – see Brookfield, 1986; Garrison, 1992;
Hammond and Collins, 1991; Mezirow, 1985).

Pursuing the same project of clarifying the nature of autonomy and self-direction,
Candy (1991) distinguishes between autonomy as a learner (to be self-directed in
learning) and autonomy as a general personal attribute. He argues that the term
self-direction refers to four distinct phenomena: personal autonomy, the ability to
manage one’s own learning, a teaching and learning environment which encour-
ages learner control, and the independent pursuit of learning outside formal
institutions. He recognizes that self-direction can be considered a process (where
learners gradually take control of their learning) or as an ideal end point where
self-direction in a wider sense is developed, where freedom and self-determination
are the general state of affairs for a group or section of society.

Self-directed learning as a practical and theoretical concept is still strongly
linked to the work of Knowles and his model of the lifelong learner, who possesses
the following skills:

• the ability to develop and be in touch with curiosities (to engage in divergent
thinking);

• the ability to formulate questions . . . that are answerable through inquiry (to
engage in convergent or inductive–deductive reasoning);

• the ability to identify the data required to answer the various kinds of
questions;

• the ability to locate the most relevant and reliable sources of data;
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• the ability to select and use the most efficient means for collecting the required
data from the appropriate sources;

• the ability to organize, analyze and evaluate the data so as to get valid answers;
• the ability to generalize, apply and communicate the answers to the questions

raised. 
(Knowles, 1980: 267)

The adult educator has a responsibility to foster these skills, and the best way to
do this, argues Knowles, is to adopt an andragogical approach to learning. The
andragogical approach is characterized by a set of assumptions that the adult
teacher has about the adult learner:

1 Adults need to know why they need to learn something before commencing
their learning

2 Adults have a psychological need to treated by others as capable of self-
direction.

3 Adults have accumulated experiences and these can be a rich resource for
learning.

4 In children, readiness to learn is a function of biological development 
and academic pressure. In adults, readiness to learn is a function of the need
to perform social roles.

5 Children have a (conditioned) subject-centred orientation to learning,
whereas adults have a problem-centred orientation to learning.

6 For adults the more potent motivators are internal.
(Knowles, 1989: 83–4)

Using these assumptions as a starting point, Knowles proceeds to specify the skills,
processes and techniques of helping adults learn. A key element in this is the
learning contract, which is a device used by learners to guide and plan their
learning. Typically, a learning contract requires some kind of diagnosis of needs,
followed by a specification of goals and objectives, the identification of learning
strategies and resources, and the evaluation of progress. In most applications of
the learning contract method, the contract is negotiated between the learner and
an adviser, who normally has a vested interest in the learning activities in the
contract (e.g. supervisor, peer, academic).

This scenario for adult learning has been critically analysed by several
commentators (Tennant, 1986; Griffin, 1987; Brookfield, 1991; Jarvis, 1992) who
have highlighted the gaps between theory and practice, the untenable nature of
the andragogical assumptions, the lack of supporting evidence, its conceptual
limitations, and its ideological impact. The remainder of this chapter expands
some of these claims.

The view that adults are, or should be, self-directed learners, receives its support
from three distinct sources:
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1 empirical work on the prevalence and nature of self-directed learning;
2 the influence of humanistic clinical psychology;
3 theoretical and empirical work in the psychology of lifespan development.

Empirical studies

The best known and earliest empirical work on the nature and ubiquity of self-
directed learning is to be found in Tough’s (1967, 1968, 1979, 1982) investigations
of the learning ‘projects’ of adults. A learning project is a major learning effort
which is a deliberate and sustained (for a minimum of seven hours) attempt 
to gain some clear knowledge and skill. Using these criteria, Tough was able to
show that the typical adult spends about 90–100 hours on each learning project,
conducts eight such projects every year and plans or directs the projects personally.
The key elements in self-directed learning are portrayed as:

1 knowledge and ability to apply the basic process of planning, conducting, and
evaluating learning activities;

2 ability to identify one’s own learning objectives;
3 ability to select the appropriate planning strategy and planner expertise;
4 ability to direct one’s own planning when that course of action is appropriate;
5 ability to make sound decisions about the setting and time management of

learning activities;
6 ability to gain knowledge or skill from the resources utlized;
7 ability to detect and cope with personal and situational blocks to learning;
8 ability to renew motivation.

The elements identified here are certainly compatible with the skills of self-
directed learning identified by Knowles (1980), which were quoted earlier. In both
accounts the self-directed learner is one who masters a range of learning techniques
and processes. It should be noted that in addition to Tough there are studies which
show that the learning process of adults is not so well planned or linear (see Spear
and Mocker, 1984; Danis and Tremblay, 1987; Candy, 1991). The process is more
haphazard and based more on trial and error than Tough’s learning projects would
have us believe. 

Another significant development in the empirical investigation of self-directed
learning has been the construction of a diagnostic text, the Self-Directed Learning
Readiness Scale (SDLRS) (Guglielmino and Guglielmino, 1982). This scale had
the endorsement of a number of prominent adult educators in North America,
including Chickering, Houle, Knowles and Tough. Thus the items it contains can
be considered representative of the orthodox North American view of self-directed
learning, at least at the time of its development.

It was Brookfield (1985c) who first pinpointed the weaknesses of this research.
He argued that the structured interview schedules and prompt sheets of Tough
and the measurement scale of the Guglielminos were inadequate in a number of
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important respects. First, the people surveyed have been primarily drawn from
middle-class, educationally advantaged populations and thus, Brookfield remarks,

to talk of the adults’ (in a generic sense) propensity for self-directed 
learning on the basis of research into samples comprised chiefly of middle-
class Americans in a dangerous act of intellectual ethnocentrism. Very 
few researchers have chosen to investigate the self-directed learning activi-
ties of working class adults . . . Conspicuous by their absence are studies 
of self-directed learning among Blacks, Puerto-Ricans, Hispanics, Asians or
American Indians.

(1985c: 24)

A second point of criticism concerns the way in which expectations play a role 
in influencing an interviewee’s recall of a learning experience. For example, 
the finding by Tough that learning projects often originate in an action goal, 
may be attributed to the skills-oriented examples the interviewers use when
explaining the ‘typical’ learning project. Third, the use of questionnaires and scales
presupposes a familiarity with this form of data gathering, a familiarity which
cannot be assumed for all groups in society. Finally, argues Brookfield, there was
insufficient attention given to the quality and worth (value) of the learning
activities reported. It is also instructive to note that the culture-specific nature 
of the Guglielmino items make no reference to group learning and appear biased
towards print material and middle-class lifestyles (e.g. libraries, personal respon-
sibility for learning, long-term goals). Since Brookfield’s article there has been
considerable debate about the validity and reliability of the SDLRS (Field, 1989,
1991; Candy, 1991; Guglielmino et al., 1989). The scale has since been renamed
the Learning Preference Assessment, which is an equivalent form of the SDLRS
(Gugliemino and Guglielmino, 1991) and a later study strongly supported its
validity (Delahaye and Smith, 1995). Nevertheless, one should be cautious about
claiming that adults in the community are largely self-directed learners – and that
adult educators should adapt to this reality by adjusting their pedagogic practices
and the nature of the service they offer.

Humanistic clinical psychology

The influence of humanistic psychology can be seen in Knowles’ conception of
self-directed learning, particularly in his endorsement of the term ‘self-actualization’
and in his construction of the ideal teacher–learner relationship.

The concern with the ‘self’ is a hallmark of humanistic psychology, which
emerged as a protest against the scientific explanation of the person. Scientific
methods reduce the person to the status of being an ‘object’ for scientific enquiry.
By contrast, humanistic psychology reaffirmed the human qualities of the person
– such as personal freedom, choice and the validity of subjective experience.
Among the self theorists in psychology perhaps the most prominent names are
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Kurt Goldstein (1939), Carl Rogers (1951), Gordon Allport (1961) and Abraham
Maslow (1968a). Maslow’s work has had a considerable range of application and
so I will take his view of self-actualization as the paradigm. He presents his view
as a theory of motivation.

In outline his theory is simple, he offers a number of categories of motive which
are related in a hierarchy of prepotency. By this it is meant that the person remains
under the control of the motive at the ‘lower’ level until the object of that motive
is achieved or its satisfaction assured. As soon as this occurs the person comes
under the sway of the motive force at the next (higher) level. When and only
when this is satisfied does the person become subject to the next, and so on. A
motive of a lower level is always prepotent over one at a higher level. The highest,
which comes into operation only when all other forces are quiescent, is called the
‘need for self-actualiztion’. The details of the hierarchy are as follows:

Level 1 Physiological needs such as hunger and thirst, sex, sleep, relaxation and
bodily integrity. These must be satisfied before there come into 
play . . .

Level 2 Safety needs which call for a predictable and orderly world, safe, reliable,
just and consistent. While these are not satisfied the person will be
occupied in attempts to organize his/her world so as to provide the
greatest possible degree of safety and security. If satisfied, he/she comes
under the forces of . . .

Level 3 Love and belongingness needs which cause him/her to seek warm and
friendly human relationships.

Level 4 Self-esteem needs the desire for strength, achievement, adequacy, mastery
and competence, for confidence in the face of the world, independence
and freedom, reputation and prestige.

Level 5 Self-actualization the full use and exploitation of talents, capacities and
potentialities. Self-actualizers are able to submit to social regulation
without losing their own integrity or personal independence; that is,
they may follow a social norm without their horizons being bounded in
the sense that they fail to see or consider other possibilities. They may
on occasion transcend the socially prescribed ways of acting. Achieving
this level may mean developing to the full stature of which they are
capable.

The way that Maslow specifies the relationships between levels in the hierarchy
exposes him to some forceful criticisms. The first concerns the claim that if one
has satisfied lower needs (and not otherwise) one will necessarily proceed to 
the higher steps on the ladder. By deduction, those who have had their every
physiological and safety need satisfied throughout life will inevitably become those
who develop their highest potentialities. Those who have suffered long continued
deprivation of physiological and safety needs will have had little opportunity to
develop their higher levels. In plain words, those raised in relative luxury will
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become more creative, original and integrated personalities, those raised in dis-
advantageous circumstances will end up as inferior products. Facts do not seem 
to bear this out and exceptions come too readily to mind. It is patently untrue 
that one must attend to the lower levels before the higher. Fugitives are not com-
pelled to defer further attempts to evade their enemies until they have satisfied
their need for food; not even if they are at the point of starvation. One is not
compelled to attend to safety needs before pursuing love and belongingness.
Danger often brings out strong propensities for loving, as in times of war or pesti-
lence. Martyrs have pursued what can only be called self-actualization under the
certainty of death.

In addition to these objections concerning the relationship between levels in
the hierarchy, there are some shortcomings in the way Maslow has conceptualized
Level 5 in the hierarchy, self-actualization.

It appears that to be ‘self-actualized’ is to be psychologically healthy, to make
full use of one’s talents, capacities and potentialities. It is a ‘need’ or ‘direction’
the person strives towards to achieve psychological growth. In Maslow’s words,
once we have achieved a certain level of maturity we are motivated primarily by
trends to 

self-actualization (defined as on-going actualization of potentials, capacities
and talents, as fulfilment of a mission (or call, fate, destiny or vocation), 
as a fuller knowledge of, and acceptance of, the person’s own intrinsic nature,
as an unceasing trend towards unity, integration or synergy within the 
person).

(Maslow 1968a: 25)

Self-actualizers are said to have a ‘superior perception of reality’; ‘increased
acceptance of self, or others and of nature’; an increase in ‘problem-centring’;
increased ‘autonomy’; a greater ‘freshness of appreciation’ and ‘richness of
emotional reaction’; and a host of other qualities. The complete picture of the
self-actualized person remains elusive, nevertheless, it is something, we are told,
towards which we are propelled. This tendency is not under deliberate, conscious
control; rather it is a constituent part of our physiological endowment; it is some-
thing which characterizes us as uniquely human. What Maslow would appear to
be saying, then, is that humans are ‘set’ to self-actualize by virtue of their physi-
ological make-up just as a sunflower seed is ‘set’ by its make-up to grow into a plant
and produce a flower. Environmental conditions will make a difference to the
result but the person is basically a persistent developer of his or her potential.

Knowles’ adopts this view of psychological growth in his attempt to construct
a model for helping adults to learn. ‘[T]he problem is that the culture does not
nurture the development of the abilities required for self-direction, while the 
need to be increasingly self-directing continues to develop organically. The 
result is a growing gap between the need and ability to be self-directing’ (Knowles,
1990a: 55).
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The practices Knowles advocates are designed to narrow this gap so that 
the learning processes of adults are congruent with their need for psychological
growth.

The main difficulty with Knowles’ andragogical model (and its corollary, the
learning contract) is that it can be interpreted in a number of ways: as an initial
guide to assist adult learners towards self-direction; as a process of learning
appropriate for adults who have already attained the capacity to be self-directed,
or as a means through which individual needs can be reconciled with institutional
or organizational demands. The first interpretation requires the assumption that
adults are, in fact, not self-directing and that they need to be weaned away from
traditional educational consumption. Those who subscribe to this view caution
us against the too abrupt introduction of self-directed learning; they argue that
this type of learning should be the goal of adult education rather than its starting
point. Not surprisingly, the reasons for a stance such as this may be quite disparate,
ranging from a paternalistic and manipulative attitude to adult learners, through
to a genuine concern with providing supports for self-directed learning efforts.
Knowles certainly acknowledges the importance of building a bridge towards 
self-direction: ‘adult educators have been devising strategies for helping adults
make the transition from being dependent learners to being self-directed learners’
(1984: 9) and he advises that the andragogical model should be applied selectively,
as the situation permits, but this interpretation is at odds with the thrust of his
thinking.

The second interpretation assumes that self-directed learners have the capacity
to control and plan the content and processes through which they learn. Ironically
though, while adult educators are admonished by Knowles for structuring the
content of a course, they are praised and given guidance for structuring the processes
to be followed in a course. But why should self-directed learners follow the
processes advocated by Knowles? Surely the imposition of a process can be just as
restrictive and alienating as the imposition of content? Many adult students report
being alienated by pre-structured self-assessment forms, particularly the ‘objective’
check-list variety. Also, the formal learning contract, particularly when it requires
the specification of behavioural objectives, can often hinder rather than assist
learning.

Knowles seems to regard the learning contract process as somehow neutral, 
he thus fails to acknowledge that it contains assumptions about the nature of
knowledge and knowing; and consequently these assumptions remain unexplored
by him. At best, he offers a truncated version of self-direction: the student directs
the content, the educator directs the process.

The third interpretation above, that the learning contract is a means of
reconciling individual needs with organization goals, is another illustration 
of Knowles’ diminished self-directed learner. It is unreasonable to expect indi-
vidual needs, at all times, to be in harmony with organizational goals, and in
instances of conflict individual needs may well be compromised. This prospect
raises a still more fundamental question, is the learning contract a tool for learning
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or a tool for educators, trainers and managers? In a revealing section of The Adult
Learner: A Neglected Species, Knowles advocates a pragmatic approach towards the
use of learning theories by trainers and adult educators. Following a description
of a range of learning theories, he outlines a number of criteria we should apply
before selecting one theory over another. These criteria include: ‘how does the
proposed theory fit your organisation’s management philosophy?’ (1990b: 100)
and ‘Another thing to check before choosing a single theory is its congruence with
the organisation’s long-range development goals’ (1990b: 112). Thus Knowles’
attitude towards the different learning theories is based on the view that they are
merely ‘products’ to be consumed and disposed of at will. This is a questionable
view because it takes no account of the explanatory force of the theories
concerned.

The organization looms large in Knowles’ Andragogy in Action; testimony to 
this is the following orientation address for new employees at Lloyds Bank of
California:

You are entering an adult learning environment. This is a very participative
process. We realise that you are interested in a career rather than just a job.
We will help you become aware of the skills and knowledge you will need on
your growth path with us. We will expect you to participate in certain training
at each step . . . We will expect you to use your training as an opportunity 
and gain from it the information you need for your own competence and
future career growth. Your test will be on the job. If you are able to carry out
your functions competently as a result of training, then your manager will
recognise this and consider it in growth appraisals. If you fail to take advantage
of the resources offered, then you will not become competent, not progress
and probably not be with us in the future.

(cited in Knowles 1984: 75)

Is this an example of ‘mutual respect’, ‘collaborativeness’, ‘mutual trust’, ‘support-
iveness’, ‘pleasure’, ‘humanness’, ‘mutual planning’ and ‘needs diagnosis’ that
Knowles refers to earlier in this volume?

Knowles’ model for the ideal teacher–learner relationship strongly reflects the
counsellor–client relationship in humanistic clinical psychology. Both Rogers and
Maslow were clinical psychologists who normally dealt with individual clients,
and who were concerned with the psychological health of these clients. It is 
not surprising then, to find that the educational practices they advocate mirror
their clinical or therapeutic techniques. This is well illustrated by Rogers’ (2002)
conception of the teacher as a facilitator of learning. The qualities of a good
facilitator include:

1 Realness and genuineness
When the facilitator is a real person, being what she is, entering into a
relationship with the learner without presenting a front or facade, she is much

The self-directed learner and theories of the self 15



more likely to be effect . . . It means that she is being herself, not denying
herself.

(Rogers 2002: 27)

2 Prizing, acceptance and trust
Think of it as prizing the learner, prizing her feelings, her opinions, her person.
It is a caring for the learner. But a non-possessive caring. It is an acceptance
of this other individual as a separate person, having worth in her own right.
It is a basic trust – a belief that this other person is somehow fundamentally
trustworthy.

(Rogers 2002: 29)

3 Empathic understanding
The ability to understand the student’s reactions from the inside . . . a
sensitive awareness of the way the process of education and learning seems to
the student.

(Rogers 2002: 30)

The emphasis on the personal relationship between the facilitator and the learner
is a feature of Knowles’ conception of the andragogical teacher who ‘accepts each
student as a person of worth and respects his feelings and ideas . . . seeks to build
relationships of mutual trust (and) exposes his own feelings’ (1990b: 85–6). This
is not the complete picture and Knowles adds to these qualities other ‘principles
of teaching’ which build on this relationship and encourage the learner to diagnose
needs, set objectives, enter contractual arrangements and evaluate outcomes. It 
is interesting that these additional principles of andragogical teaching are similar
to the strategies adopted by those psychologists who seek to encourage behaviour
modification through self-direction. The use of ‘well-defined objectives’, ‘contrac-
tual agreements’ and ‘objective records of behavioural changes’ are all seen as
essential to a successful programme of behavioural change (see Bandura, 1969,
and a summary in Knowles, 1990b: 129–33).

It appears that Knowles’ andragogical teacher has been constructed from the
techniques and practices of psychologists working in two quite different and
opposing therapeutic traditions (the humanistic and behavioural traditions). The
learning model which emerges leads to an unpalatable view of education as the
identification and elimination of deficits or ‘gaps’ in knowledge, performance, or
self concept. For example, one principle of andragogical teaching cited by Knowles
is ‘The teacher helps the students identify the life problems they experience
because of the gaps in their personal equipment’. Statements such as these locate
the source of ‘life problems’ away from the institution and towards the individual
with the ‘solutions’ being firmly implanted in the teacher/taught relationship.

A second problem with the deficit model of education relates to the diagnosis
of ‘deficit’, Knowles makes it clear that deficits (and therefore needs) are diagnosed
not only by the learner, but also by interests external to the learner: ‘the teacher
involved the students in a mutual process of formulating learning objectives in

16 The self-directed learner and theories of the self



which the needs of the students, of the institution, of the teacher, of the subject
matter and of the society are taken into account’ (Knowles, 1990b: 86).  But what
should the teacher do when there is a conflict of interests? Clearly the conflict will
be resolved according to the distribution of power and status among the various
interests and the students can be expected to fare poorly indeed. In this way the
idea of ‘diagnosing needs’ will become yet another mechanism for legitimating
existing conceptions of worthwhile education.

One final point concerns the emphasis on maintaining goodwill with the client
(in therapy) or learner (in teaching). In general, this is desirable, but if goodwill
means that conflict is suppressed or avoided, then it may not always be desirable.
One reason for this is that conflict may well stimulate and assist learning, and this
view can be supported both theoretically (Piaget, 1978) and empirically (Mugny
and Doise, 1978). Another reason for avoiding the emphasis on goodwill is that
it tends to become mandatory for both the adult teacher (as an andragogue) and
the adult learner (as an andragogee). The effect of this on group behaviour is that
conflict is suppressed much more and for longer than would normally be the case
and the result can be catastrophic. The point being made is that a preoccupation
with goodwill (i.e. goodwill = good teacher = good student) can do more harm
than good; and that conflict should be seen as a natural and desirable outcome of
the interaction of two or more enquiring and challenging minds.

Pratt (1993) frames three questions in his assessment of the contribution of self-
directed learning and andragogy ‘after twenty-five years’: 

Do we know more about learning?
Do we know more about the antecedents of adult learning?
How can we facilitate adult learning?

Of course the collective contributions to the ‘andragogy’ literature offer responses
to these questions, but whether these responses simply state a position or add to
knowledge is a moot point. With respect to learning, Pratt identifies two implicit
principles; first, that knowledge is actively constructed by the learner; and second,
that learning is ‘an interactive process of interpretation, integration, and trans-
formation of one’s experiential world’ (p. 17). With respect to the antecedents 
to learning there is the individual self with a self-concept and needs, there is 
the assumption that the self strives for improvement and autonomy, and there 
is an emphasis on the uniqueness of the self and the recognition of individ-
ual differences. With respect to the facilitation of adult learning there are the 
well-known elements of the ‘andragogical process’ such as ‘climate setting’, and
involving learners in mutual planning, diagnosis of needs, formulation of objec-
tives, designing of learning plans and mutual evaluation. As Pratt observes, the
contribution of andragogy ‘is not as grand in substance as it is in scale . . . it has
done little to expand or clarify our understanding of the process of learning’. That
the scale of its influence outstretches its substance is perhaps explained by the
observation that andragogy is not really a theory of adult learning at all, it is more
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a philosophical position on the aims of adult education and the relationship
between the person and society, a position which ultimately places faith in the
potency of the individual to transcend their social and historical situation. 

So far in this chapter I have argued that the rationale and empirical support for
the humanistic concepts of self development and self-direction has gaps and
weaknesses which need to be acknowledged. There is a need to distinguish the
rhetoric of adult education from its rationale and empirical base. The prevailing
rhetoric asserts that in everyday life adults are basically self-directed and that this
self-direction is rooted in our constitutional make-up, it also asserts that self
development is an inexorable process towards higher levels of existence, and finally
it asserts that adult learning is fundamentally (and necessarily) different from child
learning. These assertions have been challenged on a number of fronts, the most
important being the intellectual movement loosely labelled ‘postmodernism’.

Towards a postmodern perspective

In the liberal humanist tradition, adult education is said to lead to a greater
awareness of self through cultivating an identity which is independent, rational,
autonomous, coherent, and which has a sense of social responsibility. The social
is something which is cast as oppressive and to be overcome or transcended
through technologies which promote self-control, self-direction, self-management,
self-knowledge, autonomy, or self-realization – technologies which are aimed at
empowering the individual learner. In this scenario the educational moment is a
matter of individuals acting authentically and autonomously: being truly them-
selves. Now this view of the self, which is largely informed by psychology, has been
challenged on a number of grounds, both within and outside of psychology. Harré
(1998), in his analysis of contemporary discourses of the self, proposes an ontology
of selfhood which rejects the idea of the self as an entity: ‘there are no such “inner”
states, structures, “authentic selves” which might or might not appear in the public
world of everyday action and conversation’ (p. 175) and later ‘We create our minds
ad hoc in the course of carrying on our lives. Stabilities and unities in these
creations create the illusion of inner selves, but they have no more independent
existence that the selves we produce ad hoc for others’ (p. 178). The view of the
self as an autonomous, authentic entity is also criticized as being overly indi-
vidualistic: of portraying social problems as largely individual problems with
individual solutions, of accepting as given the social world in which the self resides.
This version of self-empowerment through the fostering of personal autonomy is
seen by critics as illusory: largely because social structures and forces remain
unchallenged. Ultimately, and ironically, the technologies which enhance
autonomy are said to serve the interests of existing social structures and forces.
This view is well expressed by Usher et al.:

The psychologism and individualism of humanistic discourse presented 
as a concern for the ‘person’ can lead ultimately and paradoxically to a
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dehumanisation through the substitution of covert for overt regulation under
the guise of ‘being human’, enabling learners to ‘open up, and provide access
to their ‘inner world’. This is an infiltration of power by subjectivity and a
complementary infiltration of subjectivity by power. 

(Usher et al., 1997: 98)

On this account, the social (i.e. power) becomes a constitutive part of the 
self: but this is not a new idea and there exist various versions of how the ‘outside’
gets ‘inside’ so to speak, and how social processes interpenetrate the psyche. They
all have in common the notion that the self participates in its own subjugation
and domination, whether it is through ‘false consciousness’ produced by member-
ship of a particular social group, or the internalization of social ‘oppression’ through
individual ‘repression’ (in the psychoanalytic sense – see Chapter 3). From their
postmodernist stance, Usher et al. warn that it is a mistake to adopt an over-
socialized and over-determined view of the person:

There is a tendency in the critical tradition to end up with a conception of
the self which is, on the one hand, oversocialised and overdetermined and on
the other, patronising in so far as selves have to be seen as normally in a state
of false consciousness. In stressing the negative and overwhelming effects of
social relations and social structures, persons are made into social ‘victims’,
dupes and puppets, manipulated by ideology and deprived of agency.

(Usher et al., 1997: 99)

There have been a number of attempts in psychology to theorize the social
component of psychological functioning, particularly in social and developmental
psychology. Concepts such as ‘internalization’, ‘interaction’, ‘intersubjectivity’,
‘accommodation’, ‘shaping’, ‘role’ and ‘modelling’ are recognizable as part of the
vernacular adopted by psychology to explain how the ‘outside’ gets ‘inside’ so to
speak. From a postmodern point of view, they all fail because they are based on
an acceptance of a dualistic conception of the individual–society relation. Theories
which stress ‘shaping’ and ‘modelling’, for example, assume a totally passive indi-
vidual who is moulded by external forces. Theories which employ the concepts 
of ‘interaction’ ‘internalization’, ‘accommodation’, ‘role’ and ‘intersubjectivity’,
ultimately rely on the existence of a unitary, rational, pregiven individual subject. 

By way of contrast, Usher et al. portray the postmodern ‘story’ of the self as:

that of a decentred self, subjectivity without a centre or origin, caught in
meanings, positioned in the language and narratives of culture. The self can-
not know itself independently of the significations in which it is enmeshed.
There is no self present subjectivity, hence no ultimate transcendental
meaning of the self. Meanings are always ‘in play’ and the self, caught up in
this play, is an ever changing self, caught up in the narratives and meanings
through which it leads its life. 

(Usher et al., 1997: 103)
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This is the self of the postmodern condition, in which there is a decentring of the
self away from the notion of a coherent ‘authentic’ self and towards the notion of
‘multiple subjectivities’, ‘multiple lifeworlds’ or ‘multiple layers’ to everyone’s
identity. 

This is a view of the self, while originating in sociological thought, has been
taken up by psychology (Burman, 1994; Gergen, 1993, Rose, 1998; White, 1991).
It is a view which fundamentally changes the educational project, especially when
the focus is on emancipation, largely because it invokes a new understanding of
the relation between power and the individual:

We often think of power in terms of constraints that dominate, deny, and
repress subjectivity. Foucault, however, analyses power not as a negation of
the vitality and capacities of individuals, but as the creation, shaping, and
utilization of human beings as subjects. Power, that is to say, works through,
not against, subjectivity . . . To analyse the relationship between ‘the self’ and
power, then, is not a matter of lamenting the ways in which our autonomy is
suppressed by the state, but of investigating the ways in which subjectivity
has become an essential object, target, and resource for certain strategies,
tactics, and procedures of regulation.

(Rose, 1998: 151–2)

On this account, the autonomous self is a central feature of governmentality. The
focus of education therefore shifts from the production of autonomous, self-
directed learners, who resist oppression, to the production of learners who
understand themselves as implicated in the enactment of power. 

In conclusion, traditional theorizations of the self in adult education practice
invariably privilege one of the two poles of the individual–society dualism: the
psychological/humanistic pole which stresses the agency of the subject, and the
sociological/critical theory pole which stresses how the subject is wholly deter-
mined. The dilemma for the adult educator is that neither pole offers a satisfactory
perspective on practice, the former seems too naive in failing to acknowledge 
the power of social forces, and the latter is too pessimistic and leaves no scope 
for education to have a meaningful role, and there is certainly no role for the
autonomous learner. Arguably, a postmodern approach to ‘the self’ offers a way
out of this dilemma, a claim which is explored further in Chapter 9.
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Chapter 3

The psychoanalytic approach

The work of Freud has had an overwhelming impact on the development of
twentieth-century social science. Its legacy is evident in contemporary psychology,
sociology, anthropology, linguistics, literature, the arts, film and education. Its
legacy is more than historical, and familiarity with the issues, methods and sub-
stantive content of Freudian psychoanalysis is indispensable for anyone with 
an interest in elucidating the human mind. Freud provides us with a language for
understanding the person in everyday life, a language which is based on a total
conception of the person and not some compartmentalized version of it. Perhaps
this accounts for his appeal to both the academic and popular imagination.

Freud’s writing is very accessible in the sense that his style is exceptional and
his ideas unfold in a natural fashion (he received the Goethe Prize for literature
in 1930) but, paradoxically, the totality of his thought is extremely elusive.
Reasons for this are easy to find: the sheer volume of his published material, the
evolution of his thought over a span of fifty years and the fact that he did not have
a consistent position. All this makes it very difficult to provide a systematic
account of Freud’s work, let alone a thorough critique. Short textbook accounts
invariably do an injustice to the complexities of psychoanalysis and they risk
confirming incorrect hearsay knowledge about the subject (for example, that all
little boys want to have sex with their mothers, or that we are all motivated by
sex only).

Freud himself tried on a number of occasions to set out his theories system-
atically, notably in the publications Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, New
Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis and Outline of Psychoanalysis (Freud, 1973a,
1973b, 1949). But even these are incomplete because they lack the detailed, rich
observations present in many of his other publications. Freud has been criticized
from every conceivable angle: there are claims that his theory is the product of 
a neurotic, distorted mind; that its status as a science is questionable; that he 
was unable to free himself from the cultural milieu of his time (particularly in 
his views on female identity); that because his work is largely based on psy-
chopathology, generalizations to the normal population do not hold; and that his
psychotherapeutic technique simply doesn’t work. For the most part the debate
on these, and other closely allied issues, remains unresolved.



Psychoanalysis is notably absent from the literature on adult teaching and
learning. This is difficult to understand, especially given the importance adult
educators attach to the emotional climate of the classroom and the anxieties, fears
and hopes of learners. Indeed, there are several ways in which adult educators can
profitably approach Freudian psychoanalysis:

1 As a source of clinical insight into the relationships among learners and
between teachers and learners.

2 As a forceful theory which links individual identity with the way in which
society is organized.

3 As a reference point for understanding psychoanalytic approaches to adult
development.

Clinical insight and adult learning

Freud felt compelled to assume the existence of the unconscious. He did so for 
a number of reasons, which can best be understood in the context of his experi-
ences as a physician in Vienna in the late nineteenth century. Freud became 
a close professional associate of Joseph Breuer who had a patient (Anna ‘O’) 
who exhibited the classical symptoms of hysteria. These included physical mal-
functions such as partial paralysis, vomiting, disturbances of sight and speech
which could not be traced to organic causes, in addition to a host of other
symptoms such as confusion, feelings of helplessness and perceived worthlessness.
The medical profession at the time found it difficult to know how to treat such
cases. One commonly applied treatment entailed the use of hypnosis. As a
phenomenon, hypnosis had attracted Freud. He had studied with Charcot and
others for a brief time in Paris and was impressed with their demonstrations. Two
hypnotic phenomena were particularly salient for Freud, these were: first, post-
hypnotic suggestion and second, the apparent ability of people to recapture, under
hypnosis, otherwise forgotten memories. Later he wrote about post-hypnotic
suggestion:

The well-known experiment, however, of the ‘post-hypnotic suggestion’
teaches us to insist upon the importance of the distinction between conscious
and unconscious . . . a person is put into a hypnotic state and is subsequently
aroused. While he was in the hypnotic state, under the influence of the
physician, he was ordered to execute a certain action at a certain fixed
moment after his awakening, say half an hour later. He awakes, and seems
fully conscious and in his ordinary condition, he has no recollection of his
hypnotic state, and yet at the pre-arranged moment there rushes into his mind
the impulse to do such and such a thing, and he does it consciously, though
not knowing why. 

(Freud, 1958: 261)

22 The psychoanalytic approach



Thus the phenomenon of post-hypnotic suggestion implies that we can be
motivated by something of which we are unaware. Moreover, the observation that
people under hypnosis remember previously forgotten events, strengthens the
proposition that not all mental life is accessible to conscious awareness. If one
accepts the legitimacy of the unconscious then much of Freud’s corroborating
evidence and theoretical elaboration falls into place quite neatly.

The question of the relationship between the conscious and unconscious was
crucial for Freud, and once again we find him looking to hypnosis for the initial
clues:

When, in 1889, I took part in the extraordinarily impressive demonstrations
by Liebeault and Bernheim at Nancy, I witnessed the following experience
among others. If a man was put into a state of somnambulism, was made to
experience all kinds of things in a hallucinatory manner, and was then woken
up, he appeared at first to know nothing of what had happened during his
hypnotic sleep . . . But Bernheim brought urgent pressure to bear on him,
insisted that he knew it and must remember it. And, lo and behold! the man
grew uncertain, began to reflect, and recalled in a shadowy way one of the
experiences that had been suggested to him, and then another piece, and the
memory became clearer and clearer and more complete.

(Freud, 1973a: 132)

In his efforts to promote the recall of hypnotic experiences, Bernheim demon-
strated the permeability of unconscious memory. This was important for Freud
because it meant that, at least in principle, the unconscious was accessible to 
the conscious person. It remained for Freud to identify the importance of the
unconscious in psychic life, how it operates and how to gain access to it. His own
assessment of his contribution is testimony to the centrality of the unconscious.
‘What I discovered was the scientific method by which the unconscious can be
studied’ (quoted in Jahoda, 1977: 16).

Initially Freud used hypnosis to bring to the surface the hidden, or forgotten, or
unrecognized, thoughts and feelings of his patients. Breuer’s earlier work with
Anna ‘O’ had demonstrated the benefits of hypnosis, especially when she was 
able to express the strong emotions which these forgotten thoughts had induced
in her. But Freud finally abandoned hypnosis because of his conviction that at the
heart of the therapeutic process was the relationship between the patient and the
therapist. The core of this relationship is the phenomenon of ‘transference’
whereby the patient transfers on to the therapist the intense feelings previously
associated with parents and other authority figures:

We mean a transference of feelings on to the person of the doctor, since 
we do not believe that the situation in the treatment could justify the
development of such feelings. We suspect, on the contrary, that the whole
readiness for these feelings is derived from elsewhere, that they were already
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prepared in the patient and, upon the opportunity offered by the analytic
treatment, are transferred on to the person of the doctor. 

(Freud, 1973a: 494)

Psychoanalysis hinges around the phenomenon of transference. Patients are
encouraged to work through their transference feelings and the therapist identifies
the real-life triggers of these feelings. Thus it is crucial for the therapist to remain
neutral with no social contact, otherwise real and neurotic feelings towards the
therapist will be mixed.

The feelings expressed by the patient toward the therapist, together with the
associations they trigger in the patient’s mind, are the clues to unravelling the
meaning of the patient’s symptoms. In this way the analyst can identify repressed
material and bring it to consciousness. In a passage from the case study of Dora,
Freud remarks:

He that has eyes to see and ears to hear may convince himself that no mortal
can keep a secret. If his lips are silent, he chatters with his fingertips; betrayal
oozes out of him at every pore. And thus the task of making conscious the
most hidden recesses of the mind is one which is quite possible to accomplish.

(Freud, 1953: 77–8)

Psychoanalysis is thus an interpretative art based upon establishing connections
between the recall, associations, feelings and symptoms of the patient. A funda-
mental principle is that nothing in mental life occurs randomly and that meaning
can be found in the apparently trivial (such as a slip of the tongue), the bizarre
(such as a compulsion to wash one’s hands fifty times a day) and the commonplace
(recalling number 46 as 645). Patients are thus encouraged to report whatever
comes to their mind, no matter how trivial or embarrassing.

Freud discovered that when patients gave free expression to each and every
thought that occurred to them they often recounted traumatic sexual experiences
which occurred during childhood. There was a time when he thought that neurosis
in adults could be traced to childhood sexual encounters. We then found that 
the reluctance of his patients to describe these incidents, and the vague and
unsatisfactory manner in which they did so, indicated that they were fabricated.
They were not actual events, rather, they were the fantasies and wishes of his
patients. Freud reasoned that these fantasies and wishes were caused by forces 
of a kind capable of accounting for their sexual tinge. This force, or energy, he
called libido, which is a broadly conceived sexual energy. One should remember
that by ‘sexuality’ Freud meant a kind of kinaesthetic pleasure to be derived from
bodily stimulation. From this notion followed the idea that sexual energy is
directed at different bodily zones in the course of psychological development,
which led to the well-known psychosexual stages: the oral, anal, phallic and
genital, and the celebrated Oedipus complex. The significance of these stages is
twofold. First, there is a difference between the way males and females negotiate
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the course of psychosexual development, a difference which accounts for male and
female adult identity. Second, there is the more general argument that if the libido
is blocked or frustrated at any stage, the outcome will be an indelible mark on
adult personality. For example, if an infant is deprived of oral satisfaction (sucking)
a portion of the libido will become fixated at this stage and subsequently expressed
in adult behaviour (e.g. excessive eating or smoking). Thus many facets of adult
behaviour can be understood in terms of infantile wishes and frustrations.

If we accept Freud’s view that earlier childhood experiences are often evoked
by situations which resemble the past, then it is easy to see how the adult teaching–
learning situation can become fraught with emotional turmoil. Many of the
anxieties expressed by adult learners can be construed as having their roots in
childhood and infancy. This can be illustrated by considering some of the common
expectations held about teachers. Salzberger-Wittenberg, et al. (1983) outline five
such expectations:

1 The teacher as the source of knowledge and wisdom.
2 The teacher as a provider and comforter.
3 The teacher as an object of admiration and envy.
4 The teacher as a judge.
5 The teacher as an authority figure.

The argument is that each of these expectations are associated with childhood
feelings, especially towards the parents. In their extreme form they represent 
hopes or fantasies which can never be fulfilled. The anxiety associated with them,
and the inevitable disappointment, will find expression in some way – usually as
a transference of hostility and other feelings towards the teacher. The following
passage refers to the expectation that a teacher is both ‘provider’ and ‘comforter’:

Teachers like others in helping professions, such as e.g. doctors, nurses,
psychiatrists and social workers, easily become objects of infantile hopes:
someone who will magically cure pain, take away frustration, helplessness,
despair, and instead provide happiness and the fulfilment of all desires. We
must expect that a person who holds on to the belief that such wishes should
and can be met will easily feel disappointed, may soon turn away from us in
anger, blame us for being totally unhelpful and seek out someone who appears
more likely to comply with his wishes. What is so dangerous is this attitude,
and our tendency to fit in with it, is that it is anti-development, for as long
as there is a persistent belief that the individual does not have to struggle with
some frustration and mental pain he is not likely to discover or develop any
latent strengths. 

(Salzberger-Wittenberg et al., 1983: 28)

The teacher, too, will bring to the classroom a set of expectations, fears and
aspirations, and it is important to distinguish between those that are based on
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unworked-over childhood conflicts and those based on positive learning and
childhood experiences. Among other things, teachers fear criticism, hostility and
losing control – all these are realistic fears and there is an ever-present danger that
the teacher’s response will be infantile (e.g. refusing to admit an error, becoming
overly apologetic and self-effacing about a small mishandling of an event, not
being able to criticize students’ work, attacking students). Once again, Salzberger-
Wittenberg et al. supply a nice illustration:

[Teaching] may stimulate the infantile aspects of our own personality. If the
teacher has not sufficiently worked through these, he may become identified
with the pupil’s demand that all his desires should be fulfilled and endlessly
gratified. The teacher may, for instance, agree that students need ‘spoon-
feeding’ and thus be inclined to do most of the work for them. He may not
realise that, in acceding to their infantile wishes, he is not only pampering
them and undermining their innate capacities, but at the same time satisfying
his own wish that learning should be easy. Equally, a teacher who has been,
or longed to be, his parents’ special child may gain vicarious satisfaction when
he bestows special attention on his favourite pupil. (The rest of the class will
have to suffer the pangs of jealousy which the teacher has never been able to
cope with adequately.) These modes of behaviour encourage dependency and
hamper students from coming to grips with reality . . .

The inclination to indulge students may receive further reinforcement from
the teacher’s fear that any frustration will lead to an outburst of unlimited
anger. If the teacher himself is inclined to react with violent rage to the
absence of gratification, it will make him so frightened of his students’ hostile
attacks that he may be unable to enforce limits.

(Salzberger-Wittenberg et al., 1983: 50)

I have been able to provide some empirical support for the above position through
documenting the annoyances, guilt feelings and fears expressed by adult educators
working in a range of different contexts (Tennant, 1991a). The common guilt
feelings of the teachers were the failure to meet needs, lack of preparation and the
inability to manage relationships of authority and control. Common fears were
the inability to meet needs, inadequate expertise or knowledge and poor teaching
and organizational skills. Common annoyances were the failure of learners to
participate, learners violating the ‘terms’ of participation, and learners rejecting
the content or the process. 

In a different analysis Williams (1993) locates classroom dynamics in the
tensions present in the patriarchal family: 

I use the analogy of the patriarchal family to illustrate the sorts of dynamics
that can be generated from a culturally constructed set of gendered power
relations and role expectations. Continuing the analogy, the question of the
part the institution plays in this dynamic arises. In the family triad ‘dad’ is, of
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course, the ultimate authority, the institution itself. Feminist and humanist
teachers often experience split loyalties as does ‘mum’ in trying to attend to
the needs of both the child/student and father/institution . . . When teachers
side with the institution/father against the student/child, in order to protect
their own interests, the student/ child cannot help but feel betrayed. In such
circumstances the student’s anger and hostility toward the teacher is quite
understandable. 

(Williams, 1993: 57–8)

Williams also points to the contradictory nature of teaching: to provide a ‘safe’
and ‘comfortable’ environment for learners while at the same time extending and
challenging their beliefs, assumptions and knowledge. The challenge for adult
educators is to disperse authority, control and decision making among learners
without losing a sense of their own identity as a teacher.

Bingham (2002) also examines the psychoanalytic sensibilities of Freire’s work
in his analysis of the place of authority in dialogic education as opposed to ‘bank-
ing’ education. He argues that Freire draws heavily on psychoanalysis with his use
of terms describing the teacher–learner relationship in ‘banking’ education such
as ‘domination’, submission’, ‘unconscious’, ‘guilt’ and ‘internalization’. Moreover
Freire consciously refers to the work of post-Freudian psychoanalysts such as
Fromm and Marcuse and he explicitly links authoritarianism in the family to the
oppression and domination which characterizes banking education. Bingham
argues that it is naive to interpret Freire as advocating the abandonment of
authority, rather, authority needs to be used in the service of freedom:

The authority figure in the unhealthy banking system, like the parental
authority figure in an imbalanced family system, practices domination.
Authoritarian instructors are caught replaying circuits of domination and
submission with their students . . . Freire’s solution to the problem of authority
finds its resolution in a psychoanalytic notion of balance between the poles
of domination and submission.

(Bingham, 2002: 455) 

and later: 

The challenge herein is to strike a balance that takes into account both 
the strong need for recognition built into the teacher/student relationship
and the omnipresent danger of becoming entangled in circuits of recognition
that are either dominating or submissive . . . the way out of domination and
submission is to build on balance.

(Bingham, 2002: 461)

Basic psychoanalytic concepts, then, can be applied to understanding the dynamics
of the classroom. In particular, notions such as the unconscious, the predominance
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of childhood psychic life and transference, can be used to make sense of the
‘emotionality’ of teaching and learning and the ways in which this finds expression.

Individual identity and society

Freud’s view of the relationship between person and society needs to be understood
in the context of his description of the basic structures of personality. Briefly, 
he distinguishes between three components of personality: the id, ego and super-
ego. Only the id is present at birth. It is a reservoir of instinctual energy. It has no
direction; it is illogical, unorganized and is simply a mass of excitation. It operates
according to the primary process, which discharges instinctual energy without
regard to reality. Its goal is twofold, to reduce the excitation of the organism (the
Nirvana principle) and to increase affective pleasure and decrease affective
unpleasure or pain (the pleasure principle). In attaining these goals, all it can do
is wish. This may result in short-term tension reduction, but ultimately the
organism must take reality into account if its wishes are to be fulfilled.

The development of the ego arises from this need to perceive reality. The ego
also pursues pleasure and seeks to avoid unpleasure or pain. However, it operates
according to the reality principle: it perceives, remembers, thinks and acts on the
world. It performs a mediating role between the demands of the instinct and 
the action that will satisfy it. The ego adapts to reality, and part of this reality is
social. Thus the ego must understand the moral and ethical codes of society, its
values ideals and taboos. Such an understanding is necessary for the ego to appraise
the consequences of a given course of action. For example, violating a moral code
in the pursuit of pleasure will result in some form of punishment by an external
agent, usually the parent. A crucial point for Freud is that in the course of
development, sanctions for wrong-doing come to be administered internally via
one’s conscience. Thus emerges the third component of personality structure, the
super-ego.

Even if conscience is something ‘within us’ yet it is not so from the first. 
In this it is a real contrast to sexual life, which is in fact there from the
beginning of life and not only a later addition. But, as is well known, young
children are amoral and possess no internal inhibitions against their impulses
striving for pleasure. The part which is later taken on by the super-ego is
played to begin with by an external power, by parental authority . . . It is only
subsequently that the secondary situation develops where the external
restraint is internalized and the super-ego takes the place of the parental
agency and observes, directs and threatens the ego in exactly the same way
as earlier the parents did with the child. 

(Freud, 1973b: 93)

The super-ego represents the claims of morality, it is the internal means of judging
good from bad. Thoughts or actions which violate social prescriptions are censured
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by the conscience and feelings of guilt or shame are generated. In contrast,
thoughts or actions which approximate the ego ideal (an idealized abstraction of
parental or social values) give rise to feelings of pride and self-esteem.

The above view of personality structure implies that there is a necessary conflict
between person and society. This is because the basic instincts, which derive from
bodily needs, are essentially anti-social. The person is caught in a dilemma. Other
people are necessary for instinctual gratification by the cooperation of others is
not possible without ordered social life. Yet ordered social life presupposes a degree
of instinctual renunciation (for example, the restriction of aggressiveness). A
unique insight of Freud was his claim that the external conflict between person
and society becomes transformed into an internal psychological conflict between
the structures within the personality. This is expressed in the following passage
from Civilization and its Discontents:

Another question concerns us more nearly. What means does civilization
employ in order to inhibit the aggressiveness which opposes it, to make 
it harmless, to get rid of it, perhaps? We have already become acquainted 
with a few of these methods, but not yet with the one that appears to be 
the most important. This we can study in the history of the development 
of the individual. What happens in him to render his desire for aggression
innocuous? Something very remarkable, which we should never have guessed
and which is nevertheless quite obvious. His aggressiveness is interjected,
internalized; it is, in point of fact, sent back to where it came from – that is,
it is directed towards his own ego. There it is taken over by a portion of the
ego, which sets itself over against the rest of the ego as super-ego, and which
now, in the form of ‘consciences’, is ready to put into action against the ego
the same harsh aggressiveness that the ego would have liked to satisfy upon
other, extraneous individuals. The tension between the harsh super-ego and
the ego that is subjected to it, is called by us the sense of guilt; it expresses
itself as a need for punishment. Civilization, therefore, obtains mastery over
the individual’s dangerous desire for aggression by weakening and disarming
it and by setting up an agency within him to watch over it, like a garrison in
a conquered city. 

(Freud, 1963: 60–1)

This explains a later remark by Freud that the price we pay for civilization is a
heightened sense of guilt. And it also places in perspective Fromm’s comment on
the truly tragic picture of history that Freud presents. ‘Progress, beyond a certain
point . . . is in principle impossible. Man is only a battlefield on which the life and
death instincts fight each other. He can never liberate himself decisively from the
tragic alternative of destroying others or himself’ (Fromm, 1973: 66).

Freud, it seems, set an upper limit on our capacity for happiness and psycho-
logical health. This social thrust within psychoanalysis was both developed and
challenged by subsequent work within the psychoanalytic tradition. The politically
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radical psychoanalytic thinkers such as Reich (1972) and Marcuse (1969) reject
the idea that instinctual gratification and ordered social life are incompatible.
They regard repression (and its associated concepts such as the Oedipus complex),
not as a necessary product of the human condition, but as the product of a specific
type of social organization, namely, the patriarchal authoritarian one. For example,
Reich claims that anti-social impulses such as aggression are secondary, resulting
from the repression of natural biological needs. He thus rejects the notion of anti-
social instincts. ‘Moral regulation represses and keeps from gratification the natural
biological needs. This results in secondary pathological anti-social impulses. These
in turn have to be inhibited of necessity. Thus, morality does not owe its existence
to the necessity of inhibiting anti-social tendencies’ (Reich, 1972: 22).

In Eros and Civilisation, Marcuse points out that Freud failed to distinguish
between the level of repression required to maintain society as such, and the level
required to support an oppressive social structure. Both Reich and Marcuse tapped
the critical force of psychoanalysis and recognized its potential as a basis for a
theory of oppression – as did others much later (e.g. the women’s movement and
Marxist intellectuals). Connell (1983) explores this theme in his essay ‘Dr Freud
and the course of history’, where he draws an analogy between the psychoanalytic
technique of ‘decoding’ the meanings of unconscious material produced by patients
(e.g. dreams and symptoms) and the Marxist analysis of ideology. In the latter,
many commonsense, everyday understandings of life are ‘decoded’ or ‘unmasked’
as distortions which serve to conceal domination and exploitation.

Thus the idea that we internalise the social values of our parents and other
authority figures, gives us a glimpse of the way in which the social structure is
united to constraints that operate in our personality. It assists us in explaining how
we can act against our own best interests and how political, racial, class and sexual
oppression can become a constituent part of personality structure and the conflicts
within it. Connell offers the following assessment:

It is a psychology of impossible situations, where irresistible forces of lust and
rage meet immovable obstacles of social relations and culture, and produce
our lives as a result. It is a theory, in fact the only theory, that begins to
account for the way oppressive situations are lived by the people in them, the
way consciousness itself is distorted by psychological force majeure. 

(Connell, 1983: 15)

Education, of course, is ‘an exemplary site where the crisis of representation that
is outside meets the crisis of representation that is inside’ (Pitt and Britzman,
2003). Freud’s characterization of the relationship between person and society,
therefore, is crucially important. The link between social oppression and
psychological repression has occupied the attention of adult educators working
with oppressed groups (e.g. Freire, 1972; Thompson, 1983; Brookfield, 2005).
Psychoanalysis offers us a theory which explains why some members of oppressed
groups fail to recognize their oppression and may angrily denounce those who
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attempt to convince them otherwise (organizations like ‘Women Who Want to
be Women’ provide a collective outlet for such a denunciation). A key issue for
adult educators working with oppressed groups is how best to conceive their role.
Brookfield (2005) notes with respect to Marcuse:

While agreeing with the importance of collective social movements, the
critical theorist Herbert Marcuse also believed that attention should be 
paid to the possibility of individual liberation detached from the collectivity.
He emphasized factors such as isolation, distance, separation and privacy 
that other critical theorists are less drawn to. To him the inner revolution
symbolized by the development of new sensibilities, aesthetic impulses and
imaginative powers are sometimes an important precursor to the outer revo-
lution that called for new forms of social, economic and political organization

(Brookfield, 2005: 53–54)

Such an approach has been criticized for portraying adult education as a kind of
therapeutic exercise which offers relief from the symptoms of repression/oppression
by, say, ‘assisting with personal growth’ or ‘building confidence’. 

The alternative is for the adult educator to become actively engaged in social
change. Initially this may be done by creating among learners a critical awareness
of the oppressive nature of their position. A commitment to this approach brings
with it the issue of how the adult educator can best assist in this process – an issue
which will be addressed in a later chapter. All this seems rather remote from
psychoanalysis, but it is worth emphasizing that psychological repression can be
interpreted as a response to forms of social oppression.

Erikson’s ‘psychosocial’ stages: a psychoanalytic
approach to adult development

Erikson describes personality growth in terms of a sequence of stages which he
labels ‘psychosocial stages’. As development proceeds, the ego alters to meet the
changing demands of society. This need to adjust to society’s demands promotes
an emotional crisis or conflict within the person. Erikson identifies eight basic
crises across the lifespan, each one corresponding to a stage of development as
outlined in Table 3.1.

Erikson’s earlier stages complement the psychosexual stages of Freud. For
example, he regards the oral–sensory stage as being one where the child ‘lives
through and lives with, his mouth . . . To him the mouth is the focus of a general
first approach to life – the incorporative approach’ (1959: 57). At this stage, the
child’s ego must be capable of dealing with the wealth of sensory experiences it
encounters. If these experiences are basically pleasant, the child will recall the
world as benign and supportive: it will develop a sense of basic trust. If the sensory
experiences result in pain and discomfort and the world appears to be a place of
pain and danger, then a sense of mistrust will develop. The remaining childhood
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stages of development also have close parallels with Freud’s psychosexual stages.
During the anal–musculature stage the principal crisis centres on the child’s
capacity to control its bodily movement and thereby develop a sense of autonomy.
Shame and doubt will result from lack of control (e.g. of bowel movements), shame
because of others’ disapproval, and doubt because of one’s feeling of incompetence.
The genital stage has close links with Freud’s phallic stage – the child, in resolving
its Oedipal conflict (i.e. the conflict between rivalry and identification with the
same sex) is drawn into a general crisis of initiative (which is an expression of
independence from parental ties) versus guilt (where a continued dependence on
parents is in conflict with society’s expectations). The latency stage is a time when
children are expected to acquire the basic skills which prepare them for adult life;
in western society this takes the form of schooling. The sense of industry or
inferiority is predicated on the child’s capacity to acquire these skills. Finally, the
stage of puberty and adolescence corresponds to the genital stage in Freudian
theory. Unlike Freud, who is primarily concerned with the emergence of a genital
sex drive, Erikson is concerned with the implications of all the changes which
occur during adolescence (i.e. physiological and physical changes together with
the changing expectations of society). These changes result in an identity crisis
for adolescents. They are confronted with the task of defining themselves and
making a commitment to their social roles; failure to do so results in identity
confusion. At this point, the parallels with Freudian psychosexual stages cease and
Erikson describes a further three stages of adult development. The first adult stage,
young adulthood, centres on the crisis of intimacy. Will the developing person
have the capacity to form intimate relationships with others or will he or she
become self-absorbed? The answer depends largely on the outcome of earlier crises,
in particular, the identity crisis of adolescence.

But it is only after a reasonable sense of identity has been established that real
intimacy with the other sex (or, for that matter, with any other person or even
with oneself) is possible . . . the condition of a true twoness is that one must
first become oneself. 

(Erikson, 1959: 95)
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Table 3.1 Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development

Psychosocial stage Characteristic emotional crisis

oral – sensory basic trust vs. mistrust
anal – musculature autonomy vs. shame, doubt
genital – locomotor initiative vs. guilt
latency industry vs. inferiority
puberty and adolescence identity vs. role confusion
young adulthood intimacy vs. isolation
adulthood generativity vs. stagnation
maturity ego integrity vs. despair



The next stage, adulthood, focuses on whether the person has a sense of being a
productive, contributing member of society (generativity) or whether they feel
unable to contribute (stagnation). In the final stage, integrity is the culmination
of the successful resolution of life’s developmental crises. ‘It is the acceptance of
one’s own and only life cycle . . . it is a sense of comradeship with men and women
of distant times and of different pursuits’ (1959: 98). Opposed to integrity is the
sense of despair which is characterized by a fear of death and a failure to accept
one’s personal history.

Even though Erikson emphasizes changing social demands as being the catalyst
for individual growth and development, he does not dispense with the (psycho-
analytic) view that maturation plays a central role. He maintains that the human
organism has a ‘ground plan’ which obeys ‘inner laws of development’. ‘Personality
can be said to develop according to steps predetermined in the human organism’s
readiness to be driven forward, to be aware of, and to interact with a widening
social radius’ (Erikson, 1959: 52).

Thus personality development is governed by a maturational timetable. 
This means that the development of capabilities like trust, autonomy, initiative
and industry, only occur during critical periods of life. If these capabilities do 
not emerge when they are supposed to, then their optimum development will 
be impaired and subsequent development will be unfavourably affected. That is,
intimacy is predicated on identity, identity upon industry and industry upon
initiative, etc.

To sum up, the psychosocial stages occur in an invariant sequence, and the
resolution of each successive crisis leaves an indelible impression on personality,
which moreover influences the resolution of subsequent crises.

The outcome of the successful resolution of life’s developmental crises is 
the healthy integrated personality. The healthy personality charters a course
through each crisis ‘emerging and re-emerging with an increased sense of inner
unity, with an increase of good judgement and an increase in the capacity to 
do well, according to the standards of those who are significant to him’ (Erikson
1959: 51).

Erikson’s theory broadens and extends the Freudian psychosexual stages through
a focus on the emergence of identity and a stress on the impact of social demands.
Similarly, his concept of the healthy personality is cast more positively than
Freud’s, instead of being a compromise between instinctual gratification and the
demands of social positive resolution of a series of emotional crises. Nevertheless,
Erikson’s theory is firmly entrenched in the psychoanalytic concepts and the
importance attached to maturation and the experiences of childhood. Like Freud,
he postulates a structure of ego development which is universal – it is only the
psychological content of the crisis resolutions which are cultural and historical. In
this sense, his theory is as rigid as Freud’s.

The most important critique of Erikson (Jacoby, 1975; Roazen, 1976) is that
his theory is conformist and supports the status quo. Even though he expresses an
awareness of alienating and repressive social forces, his view of psychological
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health is couched in terms of how well the person adapts to society’s needs. Thus
Buss remarks:

I can imagine a society where the more valid reaction is shame and doubt
rather than autonomy, guilt rather than initiative, identity diffusion rather
than identity. The conflict and confusions that an individual experiences may
represent a health response to a social reality that is psychologically (not 
to mention physically) repressive, alienating and constricting. Integration of
the individual into society is not an absolute to be unquestioningly sought
after. 

(Buss, 1979: 328)

Ironically, while Erikson seeks to avoid the ahistorical nature of orthodox
psychoanalysis, the alternative he offers is an ahistorical view of the healthy
personality as one which adapts to the demands of a particular social/historical
world. In rejecting Freud’s pessimistic view, which allows little scope for progress
in the human condition, Erikson portrays the person–society relationship as one
characterized by harmony – and the development of a healthy personality is
predicated on this harmony.

Both Erikson and Freud have much to say about the relationship between
individual psychology and social organization, but neither develop a social cri-
tique. Freud considers internal psychological conflict to be a necessary product of
civilization – any civilization – thus mental health and happiness is limited by
civilization per se. Erikson sees mental health as attainable but defines it in terms
of how people successfully adjust to the demands of society. The possibility that
some forms of social organization are alienating and psychologically unhealthy,
while others are liberating and psychologically healthy, was not systematically
explored by them. This theme was elaborated by later more radical psychoanalytic
thinkers who latched on to the social thrust of psychoanalysis – a thrust which is
still being developed and which is apparent, at least implicitly, in the thinking of
some adult educators.
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Chapter 4

The development of identity
during adulthood

Adult educators, who in many respects are critical consumers of ideas about
teaching and learning, seem to have a weakness when it comes to critically
evaluating theory and research in adult development. This weakness is perhaps
due to the belief that the identity of adult education is premised on the identity
of the adult. Hence the literature on adult development is attractive because it
offers (however illusory the offer may be) the promise of a distinct and coherent
theory of adult learning.

Published accounts of the adult learning process nearly always make reference
to lifespan developmental stages, the life cycle or the ‘phases’ of adult life. In a
similar way many policy documents in adult and continuing education stress 
the importance of addressing the needs associated with adult development and
growth. This is because much of adult education is either explicitly or implicitly
concerned with adult development. A range of programmes directly address
lifespan issues arising from gender roles, marriage, parenting, health, retirement,
sexuality, migration, the elderly, unemployment and so on. Irrespective of the
political and social origins of the discrimination and exploitation associated with
these areas, educators at some stage have to attend to their psychological impact
and have a view about the possibility of transformation at the individual psy-
chological level. 

Allman (1982) sets out the case for this interest in adult development. She
observes that studies of adult life reveal it to be a period of change and develop-
ment, much like that of childhood and adolescence. She argues that the results 
of such studies serve notice on the prevailing assumptions about adulthood – that
it is a long period of stability where previously learned capacities, skills, attitudes
and values are applied to one’s activities at work, in the family, in leisure and in
civic life. These assumptions need to be challenged because they ‘clearly affect
decision makers in the field of politics, education and social policy’ (1982: 42). In
education they are linked to the conventional view that the period of initial
education equips young adults for the remainder of their working lives – a view
which continues to inform political debate on educational proprieties. There is
also a need, according to Allman, to disseminate knowledge about adult devel-
opment to the community at large: ‘It is also urgent that these ideas begin to



permeate the realm of common sense, as all adults are continually in the process
of making personal life decisions which may be based on similar highly question-
able assumptions about their own potential for growth and development’ (1982:
43). Arguments like these are convincing and we do need to revise our outmoded
views about adult life. But, as I shall argue, we need to proceed with caution,
otherwise there is a risk of replacing one set of false beliefs with another equally
false (albeit more palatable) set of beliefs about adult development.

The first part of this chapter reviews some of the connections which have been
made between adult development and adult education. The second part focuses
on evaluating the adequacy of existing theory and research in this area and
explores the narrative approach to identity and change as an alternative to the
‘stage’ and ‘phase’ model.

A question commonly posed by those with an interest in adult learning is: ‘What
are the implications of adult development for adult and continuing education
practitioners?’ Knox (1979) outlines three possible implications:

1 To predict and explain success in education: ‘Practitioners are typically inter-
ested in developmental generalizations regarding performance or personality
in order to predict and explain successful participation in educative activity’
(Knox, 1979: 59).

2 To help people adapt to changing adult roles: ‘Adult life cycle trends in
performance in family, occupational and community roles suggest adaptation
and growth related to each role area’ (Knox, 1979: 59).

3 To improve the effectiveness of marketing and instructional activities: ‘From
time to time, the stability of adulthood is punctuated by role change events
such as the birth of the first child, a move to another community or retirement
. . . Such change events typically produce heightened readiness to learn
which, if recognized, can contribute to the effectiveness of marketing and
instructional activities’ (Knox, 1979: 60).

The whole tenor of the above implications indicates a view about adult devel-
opment and an attitude to adult education. That is, that the various ‘roles’ of adult
life are inevitable and people must learn to cope with them as they arise; and 
that adult education agencies, if they wish to be successful, should gear their
marketing and instructional activities to cater for the different needs of adults at
different life stages. There is no sense in which adult roles are portrayed as arbitrary
or even oppressive, or that alternative roles and options are possible for a given
life period. In this sense adult education contributes towards the maintenance of
social norms and structures. One need not look very far to find other instances 
of this type of approach. A significant example can be found in McCoy’s (1977)
tabulation of ‘Adult life cycle tasks and educational program responses’ which is
reproduced in Chickering’s (1981) influential volume The Modern American
College. McCoy identifies seven developmental stages, each of which is character-
ized by a set of common tasks. For example, the ‘leaving home’ stage (aged 18 to
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22 years) has the associated tasks of ‘break psychological ties’, ‘choose career’,
‘enter work’, ‘manage time’ and so on. Each stage is then related to an appropriate
range of programme responses, with a final column indicating the outcomes sought
from the educational programme. The table is too lengthy to reproduce here, but
a cross-section of one stage only will be sufficient to illustrate the general strategy.
Table 4.1 shows the ‘tasks’ and ‘programme responses’ appropriate for the devel-
opmental stage ‘Becoming adult’.

A casual glance at the list of tasks and how each of them relates to specified
programmes confirms my general point about adult education supporting the status
quo. Even a non-specific ‘task’ such as ‘achieving autonomy’, is interpreted in 
the most narrow sense possible, that is, as the capacity to ‘live alone successfully’. 
It is unnecessary to elaborate further, the tabulation speaks for itself. What is
surprising, and disappointing, is that anyone in adult education would take such
an analysis seriously as anything other than a narrow descriptive exercise.

Yet there is a strongly held view among adult educators that the everyday reality
of learners should be acknowledged, no matter how culturally specific that reality
may be. The reader may remonstrate that McCoy is simply following this precept
– what, then, is so objectionable? As I see it, there are two objections. The first of
these is that there is no acknowledgement of the narrow culturally specific ‘tasks’
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Table 4.1 Educational responses to life cycle tasks

Task Programme responses

1 Select mate Marriage workshops

2 Settle in work, begin career ladder Management, advancement training

3 Parent Parenting workshops

4 Become involved in community Civic education, volunteer training

5 Consume wisely Consumer education, financial management 
training

6 Home-own Home-owning, maintenance workshops

7 Socially interact Human relations groups, TA (transactional 
analysis)

8 Achieve autonomy Living alone, divorce workshops

9 Problem-solve Creative problem-solving workshops

10 Manage stress accompanying change Stress management, biofeedback, relaxation, 
TM (transcendental meditation) workshops

Source: McCoy (1977)



which are identified. Quite the opposite, the ‘tasks’ are presented as a generalizable
framework to be used by adult education agencies in formulating their programmes.
There is no sense in which McCoy is using her analysis as a case study of a process
for others to emulate in a different cultural context. The second objection, already
mentioned in relation to Knox, is that the response of adult education is depicted
as solely adaptive. There is no scope for questioning and challenging the tasks 
– they constitute the taken-for-granted reality of the learners and the adult
educators.

There are many adult educators who, being dismissive of the above approach,
nevertheless subscribe to the view that adult development is a central concept in
adult education. An interest in adult development stems quite naturally from a
commitment to the notion of lifelong learning and the associated concepts of
‘lifelong education’, ‘recurrent education’ and ‘education permanent’. The policy
and research documents of UNESCO, the OECD and the European Commission,
which are the major sponsoring bodies of these concepts (see Field, 2001),
frequently cite adult development as a central concern of any lifelong learning
strategy. However, they do not understand adult development to be an immutable
sequence of stages through which people pass at more or less predictable ages.
Indeed, they challenge the concept of the ‘typical’ life cycle and support their view
with an analysis of contemporary social and economic change.

Lifelong education, and its closely related concepts, accepts the diversity of life
cycle patterns and the need for educational institutions to respond to and foster
this diversity through a variety of provision. It supports the notion that individ-
ual options should be extended, especially the way in which paid work, unpaid
work, education and leisure are combined. The principles espoused can be seen as
a response to the effects of social, economic and technological change. Changes 
in demographic patterns, the sexual division of labour, the length of working 
life, hours spent at work, retirement age and so on, are all seen as relevant to the
proposition that educational opportunities should be distributed, in a recurring
way, across the lifespan. Recurrent education also embodies the notion of social
justice and its evolution as a concept from the late 1960s has been linked with a
host of terms implying broad social reforms: industrial democracy, participation
in planning, social equity, decentralization, links between education and work 
and between younger and older generations, and concern with the disadvantaged.
An underlying value in all this is a humanistic concern for the individual. The
idea of self-development, which is based on notions of individuality and growth,
is contrasted with the opposing notions of enslavement, alienation and stagnation
– which are the psychological consequences of clinging to an outmoded concep-
tion of the ‘normal’ life cycle.

Research and theory in adult development is not always concerned with
identifying so-called ‘normal’ life patterns. A bevy of theoretical perspectives and
research techniques have been deployed to make sense of the experience of
adulthood. The resulting literature is diverse and difficult to harness, especially
for adult educators who often want only to apply a few general (and unambiguous)
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principles to their practice. Generally speaking, however, the narrowly focused,
neatly presented and least ambiguous ‘principles’ are those which are the most
questionable. This theme will now be expanded and illustrated more thoroughly
in the remainder of this chapter.

There are two persistent problems which are a feature of adult developmental
psychology. The first is that there are insurmountable methodological diffi-
culties in establishing ‘phases’ or ‘stages’ of adult life. The second is that much 
of the literature is historically and socially rooted and lacks any worthwhile
generalizability.

Methodological difficulties

I have dealt elsewhere in the text with some of the conceptual and methodological
problems in stage-development research. Not all adult development studies adopt
a stage-sequence approach, nevertheless, they usually have a stake in making
comparisons between different ‘ages’, ‘phases’ or ‘stages’ of life. Leaving aside the
problem of deciding what type of data to gather, the common methodological
problem is to construct a research design which generates comparative data (on
whatever dimension) which indicates the effects of age changes only (where the
effects of other factors, such as ‘history’ and ‘time of measurement’ are neutralized).
Many of the most influential studies in adult development use research designs
which fail to do this. Three basic research designs are the ‘cross-sectional’, ‘longi-
tudinal’ and ‘time-lag’ designs. These are illustrated in Figure 4.1.
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The cross-sectional design is represented by each of the columns. It is where
two or more age cohorts are investigated at one time of measurement. The hypo-
thetical example in the table appears in the left-hand column, where at one time
of measurement (1970) data are gathered from four age cohorts (people born in
1930, 1940, 1950, 1960). Perhaps the best known example of this technique is to
be found in the research of Gould (1972). In an initial study Gould (1972) observed
and recorded the concerns expressed by a number of psychiatric outpatients. 
He hypothesized that these concerns differed among different age groups. He then
used these expressed concerns to construct a questionnaire which contained 160
questions divided into ten areas of life. This questionnaire was then administered,
in a later study, to a sample of 524 non-patients, who were white middle-class men
and women aged 16 to 50 years. They were required to rank a selection of state-
ments according to their personal applicability, as shown in Table 4.2.

The difficulty with a research design such as this is that the observed differ-
ences in ‘concerns’ may be due to the different life experiences of the different age
cohorts. For example, the life history of a 50-year-old in 1972 would necessarily
include the ‘great depression’ of the 1930s and the experience of the Second World
War. This would be quite different from the life history of a 22-year-old in 1972
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Table 4.2 A sample of statements from Gould’s questionnaire

1 I feel that some exciting things are going to happen to me.

2 I never plan on what tomorrow may bring.

3 It hurts me to realize that I will not get some things in life I want.

4 I live for today, forget the past.

5 I think things aren’t as good as they used to be.

6 I believe I will some day have everything I want in life.

7 My life doesn’t change much from year to year.

8 There is little hope for the future.

9 I try to be satisfied about what I have and not to think so much about the things I 
probably won’t be able to get.

10 I wish I could change the past.

11 I dream about life ten years from now.

12 I spend more time now thinking about the past than about the future.

13 There’s still plenty of time to do most of the things I want to do.

14 I would be quite content to remain as old as I am now.

15 I find myself daydreaming about good experiences in the past.

16 I will have to settle for less than I expected, but I still think I will get most things I 
want.

Source: Gould, 1972: 39



who would have experienced (as a child and youth) the economic boom of the
post-Second World War years and the social changes of the 1960s. It seems reason-
able to assume that such historical events and trends affect people’s ‘concerns’.
Indeed they may be more significant in explaining the different concerns of
different age cohorts than any hypothesized notion of the life cycle.

One way to avoid making comparisons between different cohorts is to investi-
gate a single age cohort over a number of years. This is referred to as a longitudinal
design and is represented by the rows in Figure 4.1. The horizontal lines on 
the top row provide a hypothetical example. A sample of people born in 1930
could be studied at different times, in 1970 (40 years), 1980 (50 years), 1990 
(60 years) and 2000 (70 years). The Grant Study (Vaillant, 1977, 2003; Vaillant
and Valliant,1990) provides a good example of this type of research design. One
hundred and seventy three graduates from the early 1940s were followed through
from the age of 18 years to 65 years, and then to 80 years. They were part of an
initial study of 268 male undergraduates who were given extensive physiological
and psychological examinations early in their college years. After graduation a
sample of graduates completed annual questionnaires until 1955, and every two
years after that date. They were also interviewed at ages 25, 30, 47, 57, 65 and 80.
Vaillant (1977, 2003; see also Vaillant and Vaillant,1990) reports the results 
in detail, but his thesis is simple: that ego defence mechanisms mature through
the life cycle and that healthy adults progress through a hierarchy of adaptive
mechanisms as shown in Table 4.3.

There are some well-documented problems with longitudinal studies, such as
experimental mortality (where participants drop out of the study) and practice
effects (where the participants become overly familiar with the style of the
questionnaire and the structure of the interview) and time-of-measurement effects
(where measurements, because they are taken at different times, may only reflect
changed social and cultural conditions). A significant problem, and one often
overlooked is that over, say, a thirty-year period, there are bound to be shifts in
the theoretical perspective of the theory upon which the research is based. This
often means that the initial questions and modes of analysis become obsolescent
and are replaced by more contemporary techniques. This certainly happened in
Vaillant’s study, and as he points out, had the work of Erik Erikson, Anna Freud,
Harry Stack Sullivan, Melanie Klein and Heinz Hartmann been more established,
it would have had a significant impact on the initial design of the Grant study.
For example it was not until the 1950s that the Grant study began to focus on
interpersonal relationships (Klein and Sullivan), and not until the 1960s did it
focus on men’s styles of psychological adaptation (Anna Freud and Hartmann).
Also the research staff working on the project, prior to the influence of Erikson,
viewed psychodynamic maturation as being completed by adolescence. Even
though longitudinal studies overcome the problems of comparing different cohorts,
they nevertheless remain historically bound. This means that generalizations 
to different cohort groups can only be made on the assumption that historical
variation is unimportant.

The development of identity during adulthood 41



Is it possible to avoid the influence of historical variation? The answer to this
question rests heavily on one’s analysis of how history and culture influence the
psychological make-up of individuals. From a research design point of view it 
is certainly possible to control for historical effects by using some combina-
tion of longitudinal and cross-sectional designs. For example, combining the 
first two vertical columns in Figure 4.1 would represent across-sectional sequence
where all four cohort groups are investigated twice, once in 1970 and again in
1980. Similarly, combining the bottom two rows would represent a longitudinal
sequence, where two cohort groups are investigated simultaneously over a number
of years (1970–2000). Through such techniques it is possible to obtain data 
about the effects of cohort differences, time-of-measurement differences and 
age differences. For example, the differences between 20-year-olds (1970–80) can
be compared with the differences between 30-year-olds (1980–90) in order to 
gauge the effect of cohort membership on the general difference between 20- and 
30-year-olds. This, in effect, is a way of ‘controlling’ for historical variation. But
the control gained through such a practice is very limited. First, it depended on

42 The development of identity during adulthood

Table 4.3 Hierarchy of adaptive mechanisms

Level I Psychotic mechanisms (common in psychosis, dreams, childhood)

Denial (of external reality)
Distortion
Delusional projection

Level II Immature mechanisms (common in severe depression, personality disorders and
adolescence)

Fantasy (schizoid withdrawal, denial through fantasy)
Projection
Hypochondriasis
Passive-aggressive behaviour (masochism, turning against the self)
Acting out (compulsive delinquency, perversion)

Level III Neurotic mechanisms (common in everyone)

Intellectualization (isolation, obsessive behaviour, undoing, relationalization)
Repression
Reaction formation
Displacement (conversion, phobias, wit)
Dissociation (neurotic denial)

Level IV Mature mechanisms (common in ‘healthy’ adults)

Sublimation
Altruism
Suppression
Anticipation
Humor

Source: Vaillant, 1977: 80 (see also Vaillant, 1994)



whether the changes being monitored are easily quantifiable. In fact, most of the
studies of this kind have been developed by those with an interest in measuring
the development of human abilities, especially intellectual development (e.g.
Schaie, 1979). The research designs employed were initially intended to partial
out the historical effects of improvements in educational provision during
(longitudinal) or between (cross-sectional) the lifetimes of the subjects being
studied. This is easy to do when it is simply a matter of comparing test scores, 
but it is a dubious task to make such comparisons with qualitative data of the 
kind found in adult personality development. Second, there is an assumption that 
the impact of history is linear and cumulative. But this is an untenable assump-
tion (e.g. a 20-year-old in 1975 may be quite different from a 20-year-old in 1970
or 1980).

Another way of minimizing the impact of historical variations on developmen-
tal research is to gather ‘data’ of a higher level of generality. Gould’s questionnaire
addressed those sorts of things which are historically and socially specific (views
about marriage, career, children, etc.). However, other investigators have pitched
their analysis at a more general level. For example, Lowenthal et al. (1977) used
a cross-sectional technique to investigate the adaptive processes of men and women
across the lifespan. In their study they documented such general psychological
qualities as complexity, self image, expressiveness and perceptions in continuity
of value structure. The biographical interview technique of Levinson (1978) was
primarily aimed at elucidating changes in the relationship between self and world
throughout the life course. Loevinger (1976, 1998) was also concerned with the
rather abstract notion of ego as a central frame of reference for understanding self
and others. However, a closer look at this research will still reveal its social and
historical specificity.

Social and historical bias

In the immediately preceding section on methodological difficulties I outlined
some of the research design problems when comparing different people of different
ages at a given time (cross-sectional) or when comparing the same people at
different ages (longitudinal). I argued that historical events either confound the
results of any comparison or they limit the generalizability of the results.

There is another, less direct way in which ‘history’ can affect research in adult
development. Research is necessarily conducted in a particular social and historical
context, but good research should produce results which are generalizable beyond
that context. Unfortunately, research in adult development, especially the genre
concerned with life ‘stages’ or ‘phases’, seems prone to social and historical bias.
This is evident in four ways; the existence of purely descriptive inventories of life
‘tasks’, the selection of subjects for research, the data gathering techniques, and
the way in which the concept of the ‘healthy’ personality is constructed.
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Descriptive inventories

Reference has already been made to McCoy’s (1977) tabulation ‘Adult life cycle
tasks and educational program responses’. This approach, whereby an inventory
of life tasks is constructed, has its origins in Havighurst’s (1972) Developmental
Tasks and Education which was written in the early 1940s. Table 4.4 is a modified
version of Havighurst’s original set of developmental tasks. It is similar to the
inventory of McCoy (1977) and the same objections apply here. It is worthwhile
noting, however, Havighurst’s comments on his original inventory.

The tasks the individual must learn – the developmental tasks of life – are
those things that constitute healthy and satisfactory growth in our society.
They are the things a person must learn if he is to be judged and to judge
himself to be a reasonably happy and successful person. A developmental task
is a task which arises at or about a certain period in the life of the individual,
successful achievement of which leads to his happiness and to success with
later tasks, while failure leads to unhappiness in the individual, disapproval
by the society, and difficulty with later tasks. 

(Havighurst, 1972: 2)

Thus the developmental tasks of life amount to a socially approved timetable for
individual growth and development. In a pluralistic society this timetable will
differ between social groups. While it may be useful to identify the developmental
tasks of particular social or community groups, as Tucker and Huerta (1987) have
done in their study of Mexican-American females, it is dangerous to generalize
about the developmental tasks of society as such.

Sample selection, data-gathering techniques

Table 4.5 sets out the sample, method and developmental processes identified 
by each of seven well-known adult developmental psychologists. Five of these
gathered data prior to formulating their views about adult development. An
impressionistic description of the samples used is that they consisted of North
American, white, middle-class, better educated, predominantly male subjects.

The techniques for gathering data were the structured interview, questionnaire,
self-rating checklist, standard psychological test and observer rating. But one
should be wary of accepting reported results without a detailed knowledge of 
how these techniques were applied in each case. For example, in reporting the
results of his longitudinal study of men Vaillant (1977, 2003) describes the
association between psychological maturity and external adjustment. In Table 4.6
he compares the men with the ‘best life outcomes’ and ‘worst life outcomes’ (deter-
mined by an independent adjustment scale) on the dimension of psychological
maturity. He compares them on the basis of how they fare on a number of ‘external
adjustment’ indicators which include ‘failure to marry by 30’, ‘children admitted
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to father’s college’ and ‘average yearly charitable contribution’. True, the bulk of
Vaillant’s work is rich in detail and full of insights into the psychological dynamics
of the participants, but this one table is sufficient to make the reader hesitant to
accept his thesis in other respects. This is because it reveals a rating technique
which employs highly questionable indicators.

Conceptions of the healthy personality

Development implies growth and progress, not merely change. But growth and
progress towards what end? The answer to this question is often the starting 
point for theories of adult development, and it is the conception of the end point
of development, the ‘mature’ or ‘healthy’ personality which frequently governs
how progress and growth is monitored and explained within a given theory. For
Kohlberg, growth is towards autonomous and principled morality, for Erikson,
towards inner unity, and for Maslow, it is towards self-actualization with its
increased sense of self and autonomy. Many developmental psychologists construe
the end point of development with terms like ‘individuality’, ‘autonomy’ and the
‘integrated self’.

Do such description, however, represent a particular way of looking at the world
which excludes certain cultures or sections of the population? A closer look may
help to resolve this issue. Levinson, for example, makes the following remarks
about the ‘individuation’ process.
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Table 4.6 Differences between best and worst outcomes relevant to an Eriksonian 
model of the life cycle

Best Worst 
outcomes outcomes
(30 men) (30 men)
(%) (%)

Childhood environment poor 17 47
Pessimism, self-doubt, passivity and fear of sex at 50 3 50
In college personality integration put in bottom fifth 0 33
Subjects whose career choice reflected identification with father 60 27
Dominated by mother in adult life 0 40
Failure to marry by 30 3 37
Bleak friendship patterns by 50 0 57
Current job has little supervisory responsibility 20 93
Children admitted to father’s college 47 10
Children’s outcome described as good or excellent 66 23

Average yearly charitable contribution $3,000 $500

Source: Vaillant (1977: 350; see also Vaillant and Vaillant, 1990)



Throughout the life cycle, but especially in the key transition periods such as
infancy, pubescence and the Mid-life Transition, the developmental process
of individuation is going on. This term refers to the changes in a person’s
relationship to himself and to the external world. The infant, leaving his
mother’s womb, must gain some idea of his separate existence. He must decide
where he stops and where the world begins. He must separate himself from
his mother, yet maintain a tie to her. He must form a sense of ‘reality’ that
allows him to accept his surroundings as having an independent existence
not necessarily subject to his control. The child’s world gradually expands to
include his family, neighborhood and friends; and his self becomes more
complex through his relationships with other persons and institutions.

These changes are part of the individuation process. In successive periods
of development, as this process goes on, the person forms a clearer boundary
between self and world. He forms a stronger sense of who he is and what 
he wants, and a more realistic, sophisticated view of the world: what it is 
like, what if offers him and demands from him. Greater individuation allows
him to be more separate from the world, to be more independent and self-
generating. But it also gives him the confidence and understanding to have
more intense attachments in the world and to feel more fully a part of it. 

(Levinson, 1978: 195)

This emphasis on ‘separateness’, ‘independence’ and ‘self-generation’ is the
language of the ethic of individualism, which receives attention elsewhere in this
book. For the present it is worthwhile noting the claims of at least one commen-
tator, Gilligan (1986), that the emphasis on the development of individual
identity among developmental theories is an aspect of gender bias which pervades
the literature. She begins her analysis by referring to the work of Chodorow (1978),
who observes that, in general, girls are parented by a person of the same gender
while boys are parented by a person of the opposite gender. The significance 
of this is that the identity of boys is built on the perception of contrast and
separateness from their primary caregiver, while the identity of girls is built upon
the perception of sameness and attachment to their primary caregiver. Gilligan
remarks:

Consequently, relationships, and particularly issues of dependency, are
experienced differently by women and men. For boys and men, separation
and individuation are critically tied to gender identity since separation 
from the mother is essential for the development of masculinity. For girls 
and women, issues of femininity or feminine identity do not depend on the
achievement of separation from the mother or on the progress of individ-
uation. Since masculinity is defined through separation while femininity is
defined through attachment, male gender identity is threatened by intimacy
while female gender identity is threatened by separation. Thus males tend to
have difficulty with relationships, while females tend to have problems with
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individuation. The quality of embeddedness in social interaction and personal
relationships that characterizes women’s lives in contrast to men’s, however,
becomes not only a descriptive difference but also a developmental liability
when the milestones of childhood and adolescent development in the
psychological literature are markers of increasing separation. Women’s failure
to separate then becomes by definition a failure to develop. 

(Gilligan, 1986: 8–9)

Gilligan then proceeds to cite evidence of the undervaluing of female characteris-
tics – the concern with relationships and responsibilities, empathy and attachment
– among developmental theories. For example, Freud considered the persistence
of women’s pre-Oedipal attachment to their mother to be linked with their failure
to resolve completely their Oedipal feelings and their consequent failure to
develop a strong superego. This developmental failure in women results (in Freud’s
view) in their having little sense of justice: ‘The fact that women must be regarded
as having little sense of justice is no doubt related to the predominance of envy
in their mental life’ (Freud, 1973b: 168).

Another example comes from Jean Piaget, who observed sex differences in the
way children engage in games. Girls, because of their more flexible attitude towards
rules and their enforcement were considered to have a less developed legal sense
than boys – which is the cornerstone of moral development.

[for boys and girls] the rule is no longer an imperative coming from an adult
and accepted without discussion, it is a means of agreement resulting from
co-operation itself. But girls are less explicit about this agreement and this is
our reason for suspecting them of being less concerned with legal elaborations.
A rule is good so long as the game repays it. 

(Piaget, 1977a: 78)

Kohlberg, too, is open to the same criticism. Gilligan observes that his empirical
work, which led to the formulation of moral development stages, was based on a
sample of boys only. Not surprisingly, women tend to score lower on Kohlberg’s
scale than men. According to Gilligan, this is because the higher stages of
Kohlberg’s scale are constructed from what are traditionally ‘male’ qualities – the
concern with justice and rights (premised on individuation) rather than with
responsibilities and relationships.

The thrust of Gilligan’s argument is that womanhood is rarely equated with
mature healthy adulthood in much of the adult developmental literature. This is
because the healthy personality is too often portrayed from a male perspective,
with an emphasis on individuation and autonomy.

The elusive mystery of women’s development lies in its recognition of the
continuing importance of attachment in the human life cycle. Woman’s place
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in man’s life cycle is to protect this recognition while the developmental litany
intones the celebration of separation, autonomy, individuation, and natural
rights. 

(Gilligan, 1986: 23)

The influential and much-cited work Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development
of Self, Voice and Mind (Belenky et al., 1986), supports Gilligan’s position. The
authors are concerned with the development of self and mind in women. The
interviews reveal among women a valuing of engagement, subjectivity, dialogue
and interaction in the way that they construe knowledge and depict their devel-
opment. For women the development of ‘voice’ is the key to the development of
mind and self. The authors identify five categories in the development of women’s
knowledge:

1 Silence this is more a state of unknowing where women are mindless and
voiceless

2 Received knowledge knowledge which is received from external authorities
and reproduced without change by women

3 Subjective knowledge personal, private, experienced-based knowledge from
within the individual women

4 Procedural knowledge exterior, rational, so-called ‘objective’ knowledge which
predominates in many formal education systems

5 Constructed knowledge women are able to value both subjective and objective
strategies as a means to contextual knowledge and moral conviction which
they construct for themselves.

The ideal developmental outcome is to be able to integrate all the voices of
knowledge: to acknowledge the violence and oppression of ‘silence’ at one end 
of the spectrum and to incorporate subjectivity and dialogue into a form of con-
structed knowledge at the other. This idea that women’s ways of knowing are
different from men’s has found expression in feminist critiques of how knowledge
is constructed and controlled in the formal study of adult education. In particular
there has been a challenge to the idea of objective, neutral research; and an
analysis of institutional structures and power relations which disempower women
and promote ‘androcentricity’ (see also Stalker, 1996).

Other empirical support for Gilligan’s position can be found in studies which
have aimed to validate Levinson’s model using female subjects and in studies
which have sought to identify the life cycle of women in their own right. Caffarella
and Olsen (1993), in their review of over sixteen studies, provide a useful summary
of the results. Generally the studies reviewed reconfirm the importance of inter-
personal relationships in women’s self concept, point to the difficulties experienced
by women in balancing a multiplicity of roles, highlight the diversity and
discontinuity of women’s development, and note generational differences resulting
from historical changes in opportunities and the availability of role models. 
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Given the conceptual and empirical difficulties in mapping developmental
stages outlined above, perhaps it is best to abandon the project of identifying
universal age-related stages or phases of development, and focus more on the
process of change and transformation and how the various factors in development
interact (i.e. biological, cultural, historical, psychological and physical). 

A narrative approach to identity and
transformation

Adult education has a long history of interest in the development and trans-
formation of the self: sometimes this is linked to the idea of fixed and invariant
stages of development but more often programmes are open to diverse outcomes.
A range of programmes exist: from those which aim to promote self development
as an end in itself (e.g. programmes which improve self-esteem, or self-concept,
or which help people to be more in touch with their ‘authentic’ self) to those
programmes in which changes to the self are seen as being a necessary component
of broader social change (e.g. programmes aimed at consciousness raising for those
who have suffered from or perhaps even perpetrated discrimination, and public
education campaigns in the areas such as health, the environment, civics, or
domestic violence). In between these extremes are a host of programmes where
self-change is important in its own right, but where the ‘other’ is implicated in
different degrees (e.g. programmes for AIDS patients, those addicted to drugs,
diabetes sufferers, recent migrants, soon-to be-parents, domestic violence and
sexual-assault offenders). In all these programmes, even the most individualistic,
there are implicit or explicit theorizations concerning the nature of the self and
the way the self relates to others or to society more generally. Such theorizations
are a necessary part of our conception of the possibility of self change and the
associated technologies deployed for the purpose of change. Can we be the sole
agents of our own change? If so, what do we need to think, or do, or say or feel, in
order to effect this change? If not, to what extent are we dependent on others to
effect self-change? What shared activities promote self-change? Is our self-change
dependent on change in others? What kinds of relationships with others are
necessary for self-change? By changing ourselves, are we thereby able to change
our circumstances and those of others? What is the role of the educator as a
significant other in the process of change? Different technologies offer, or at least
imply, different responses to these questions and others like them. Other questions
may also be asked, or the above questions reframed, to expose different ways of
thinking about the issue of self-formation and change. Different theoretical per-
spectives pose essentially different questions and cast the problematic in different
ways. However, a common problematic across all perspectives concerns the way
in which we participate in our own self-formation, and the extent to which the
social is constituted in, or is constitutive of the self. An approach gaining ground
in recent years, and one which stands in stark contrast to the ‘phases’ and stages’
approach, is to understand identity as a narrative process.
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The idea of narrative is attractive to therapists and educators because they are
often confronted with the ‘stories’ of clients and learners and invariably need to
respond in some way. These stories emerge from a particular problem or issue but
they are invariably stories about aspects of the self – perceptions of well-being,
self-satisfaction, self-esteem, self-doubt, efficacy, and so on. One approach is to
accept the story as ‘given’, that is true for the person concerned, and to work within
the boundaries and parameters of the story as told. But this limits the capacity of
the educator or therapist to intervene: their role becomes advisory only, there is
no fundamental challenge to the definition of the problem, and there is little
prospect that the problem will be addressed in all its complexity. An alternative
is to challenge the story as told with a view to exploring different narratives about
the self. It is at this point that two quite different approaches to the narrative are
apparent.

One approach views a narrative construction as a lens through which the world
is seen or as a kind of internal model which is a guide to identity and action. The
role of educational and therapeutic intervention is to explore different ways 
of viewing the world and different internal models to guide action, that is, to
construct a new ‘replacement’ narrative which is more functional and adaptive
for the person concerned. The resulting re-authoring of the self has as a normative
goal a single, unified and coherent narrative which resides in the mind of a single
individual. The work of McAdams (1996) exemplifies this approach.

McAdams works within the psychological tradition, but at its borders, mainly
because he is concerned with responding to the charge that developmental psy-
chology does not pay sufficient attention to context and that it persistently
downplays the role of social factors in the development of identity. He thus adopts
a social constructionist position. For him, identity is the sense of unity, coherence
and purpose in life: it is the experience of a continuous, coherent self, a self which
remains essentially the same from one situation to the next and over time; and
which is unique, integrated, different from but related to other selves. In contem-
porary western society, the construction of such a self has become problematic,
mainly because of the constantly changing and multiple of choices we face. It is
no longer true that our identity is prescribed or conferred, rather selves are made:

one’s very identity becomes a product or project that is fashioned and sculpted,
not unlike a work of art . . . [moreover] the developing self seeks a temporal
coherence. If the self keeps changing over the long journey of life, then it may
be incumbent on the person to find or construct some form of life coherence
and continuity to make this change make sense.

(McAdams, 1996: 296–7)

In this view identity is essentially a psychosocially constructed narrative which
integrates the reconstructed past, perceived present and anticipated future: in short
it is a story of the self. McAdams considered identity to be the third of three levels
in gaining an understanding of the person: the other two levels being personality
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traits (which are broad, comparative dimensions of personality e.g., ‘extroversion,
‘dominance’, ‘neuroticism’) and ‘personal concerns’, which comprise a variety of
psychological constructs such as motives, values, defence mechanism, attachment
styles: strategies people use which may differ according to time, place and context
(unlike traits). 

In McAdams’ view, identity is self-reflexively authored, made, explored and
constructed. This view led him to examine the life course as a narrative or story.
He defines the life story formally as: ‘an internalised and evolving narrative of the
self that incorporates the reconstructed past, perceived present, and anticipated
future’ (p. 307) It is a psychosocial construction in the sense that it is jointly
authored by the person and his or her defining culture. Life stories are based on
fact but they go beyond mere facts by rendering the past, present and future
meaningful and coherent in sometimes imaginative ways. The basic function 
of a life story is integration – it binds together disparate elements of the self.
McAdams makes the point that for the majority of adult life, life stories are
continually under construction, but that different themes and concerns emerge at
different ages, and there are periods of intensive and less intensive ‘identity work’
or ‘selfing’. Moreover there are no dominant stories, but rather stories associated
with the diverse ways in which contemporary adults live their lives. He did
however stipulate the qualities of the ‘good’ story, at least from a mental health
perspective. The elements of such a story are:

1 Coherence: the extent to which the story makes sense in its own terms
2 Openness: tolerance for change and ambiguity
3 Credibility: grounded in the real world
4 Differentiation: complex and multifaceted
5 Reconciliation: harmony and resolution amongst the multiplicity of self
6 Generative integration: a sense of being a productive and contributing

member of society.

In many ways McAdams’ approach is not too dissimilar to the life stage and
phase theories described earlier, after all, one of the main research tools used was
the biographical interview, and so the raw data for such theories were the stories
that people told about themselves. The main difference is that McAdams is 
not attempting to discover the ‘true’ story of adult identity development, there
are multiple ways in which people find coherence and continuity and meaning 
in their lives. Also, it is not as if individuals ‘discover’ their ‘true’ inner selves
through the narratives they construct. It is not the true or authentic self which is
discovered through reflection on one’s life experience, instead experience is viewed
as a story which can be re-interpreted and re-assessed. Indeed because the self
remains situated in history and culture, it is continually open to re-inscription and
re-formulation.

Gergen and Kaye who identify with the more postmodern approach, set out the
limitations of the metaphors of the ‘internal model’ or ‘internal lens’: 
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for many making the postmodern turn in therapy, the narrative continues to
be viewed as either a form of internal lens, determining the way in which life
is seen, or an internal model for the guidance of action . . . [T]hese concep-
tions are found lacking in three important respects. First, each retains the
individualist cast of modernism, in that the final resting place of the narrative
construction is within the mind of the single individual . . . Secondly, the
metaphors of the lens and the internal model both favor singularity in narrative,
that is, both tend to presume the functionality of a single formulation of self
understanding. The individual possesses a ‘lens’ for comprehending the world,
it is said, not a repository of lenses; and through therapy one comes to possess
‘a new narrative truth’, it is often put, not a multiplicity of truths . . . Finally,
both the lens and the internal model conceptions favor belief in or commit-
ment to narrative. That is, both suggest that the individual lives within the
narrative as a system of understanding . . . to be committed to a given story
of self, to adopt it as ‘now true for me’, is vastly to limit one’s possibilities of
relating.

(Gergen and Kaye, 1992: 179)

Gergen and Kaye’s alternative is to see the self as relational, as a form of
language game. In the exploration of new ways of relating to others, a multiplicity
of self-accounts is invited, but a commitment is offered to none. In a therapeutic
context, such an approach:

encourages the client, on the one hand, to explore a variety of means of under-
standing the self, but discourages a commitment to any of these accounts as
standing for the ‘truth of self.’ The narrative constructions thus remain fluid,
open to the shifting tides of circumstance – to the forms of dance that provide
fullest sustenance.

(Gergen and Kaye, 1992: 255)

The idea of self-narration changing according the relationship in which one is
engaged illustrates a shift in focus from individual selves coming together to form
a relationship, to one where the relationship takes center stage, with selves being
realized only as a byproduct of relatedness. Thus it is a misconstrual to regard
shifting self-narratives as somehow self-serving or deceitful: it is simply to recognize
that each portrayal of self operates with the conventions of a particular relation-
ship; it is ‘to take seriously the multiple and varied forms of human connectedness
that make up life’ (Gergen and Kaye, 1992: 255). 

The main theoretical tension apparent in the above accounts of a narrative
understanding of the self is whether the process of self-narration should or could
be targeted towards the construction of a stable, coherent ‘bounded’ identity as 
a normative goal; or whether such a project is a chimera, neither desirable nor
possible in a world of multiple and shifting, open-ended and ambiguous narratives
and identities (a relational view of the self). This tension is taken up again in
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Chapter 9, which explores how it subtly affects adult education practice, partic-
ularly practice based on critical self-reflection.

Concluding comment

The idea of the malleability of personal identity is both a source of hope and 
an occasion for despair. Hope, because it means that change is always possible;
despair, because it implies that a belief in the real, true, authentic self is a fanciful
indulgence.

The studies cited in this chapter represent only a sampling of a rich and diverse
field of enquiry. They were chosen to reveal some of the pitfalls in theory and
research in adult development. Adult development is, in principle, germane to
anyone with an interest in adult education. Too often, however, people with an
applied intent will latch on to an easily assimilated theory, one which clearly
differentiates and orders the ‘phases’ or ‘stages’ of life and which advances an
unambiguous account of the process and end point of development. Adult edu-
cators may find such theories useful but they need to be wary of the methodological
and conceptual difficulties. They also need to be mindful of the impact such
theories have on shaping and maintaining conventionally held views about what
it means to be a mature, healthy adult.
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Chapter 5

The development of
intelligence and cognition

Introduction

An interest in adult learning invariably leads to a desire to understand cognitive
changes during adulthood. In seeking to satisfy this desire the adult educator is
likely to encounter different models of cognitive development after maturity. One
model, the ‘stability’ model, assumes that adult cognition remains essentially stable
after maturity. The result of cognitive progress during childhood is the attainment
of mature forms of reasoning and thinking which are then applied throughout the
adult years. By contrast, the ‘decrement’ model postulates that there is a gradual
decrease in the ageing individual’s capacity to utilize and organize information,
presumably the result of some kind of biological deterioration. Finally, the ‘decre-
ment with compensation’ model accepts the notion of biological deterioration,
but also emphasizes the compensatory effects of accumulated experience during
adult life (Labouvie-Vief, 1977).

The ‘decrement’ and ‘decrement plus compensation’ models are based on
research deriving from a particular tradition in psychology – psychometric theory
and methodology – which focuses on testing and measuring intellectual abilities.
One of the most influential theories in this tradition is that proposed by Horn 
and Cattell (1967, 1968). They separate intellectual ability into two general factors
labelled ‘fluid’ and ‘crystallized’ intelligence. Fluid intelligence is measured by 
tests of complex reasoning, memory and figural relations – tests which are said 
to be ‘culture’ fair and thereby linked with universal, biological development.
Crystallised intelligence is measured by tests on information storage, verbal com-
prehension and numerical reasoning – those sorts of abilities which are normally
associated with experience and acculturation. Horn and Cattell’s research reveals
that from the teenage years onwards, there is a decrement in fluid intelligence and
an increment in crystallized intelligence. The net result is that intellectual
functioning remains relatively stable with age, there is simply a shift in the balance
between fluid and crystallized intelligence.

In the psychometric tradition, much of the debate about adult intellectual
capacity has centred on how to measure and/or interpret the consistent finding
that there is decline with age in performance on ‘fluid’ type psychometric tests.



This is partly a methodological problem and Schaie and his colleagues have 
since addressed this with the use of studies which control for age, cohort (year of
birth), and time-of-measurement effects (the year the tests were administered). In
a twenty-one year study, comprising a number of independent cross sectional
studies, Schaie (1983b) reports that intelligence does decline with chronological
age, but not until relatively later in life. In the Primary Mental Abilities test, verbal
meaning increases until age 63, space peaks at 46, and reasoning only declines after
age 60. Moreover, where decline is found, it can normally be reversed through
training (Schaie and Willis, 1986). Even though the results of such studies offer
a much more optimistic view of adult intellectual capacity, commentators such as
Labouvie-Vief (1977, 1980) have long argued that we need to reconceptualize
what we mean by ‘intelligence’ in its broader sense of ‘adaptability’ and that it is
a mistake to think of intelligence along a single quantitative dimension where
there is no distinction between how we measure the intelligence and adaptability
of different age groups.

Later there emerged a number of studies on practical intelligence, and the
development of expertise, or even wisdom, as positive aspects of ageing. For
example Sternberg (1990b) points to the differences between academic and
everyday problem solving as a key to understanding adult intelligence. Everyday
problem solving requires the ability to recognize and define problems; there is often
no single correct answer and yet a choice must be made, the information available
is incomplete, ambiguous or conflicting; the entire context has to be taken into
account, and there is only partial feedback on performance. These circumstances
are very different from those that pertain in typical intelligence tests, but they are
the conditions under which adults act in workplaces, family and community life.
Scribner (1986) confirmed some of these claims in her studies of the problem-
solving strategies of experts and novices working in milk processing plants. Chi 
et al. (1988) provide a useful summary of the results of research comparing experts
with novices. The common factors associated with expertise are that experts excel
mainly in their own domains, perceive large meaningful patterns in their domains,
are faster and more economical, have superior memory, see and represent problems
in their domain at a deeper level than novices, spend a great deal of time analysing
a problem qualitatively, and have strong self-monitoring skills. This research on
expertise is significant because it locates adult development firmly in the experi-
ences of the adult and thereby raises questions about how experience can be
effectively utilized for learning. But it does not address sufficiently the process by
which expertise is acquired: is the process of becoming an expert generic or domain
specific? Can one learn to learn from experience in the same way that one is
capable of learning how to learn in an academic context? 

It is at this point that the significance of Piaget’s work becomes apparent. He
supplies us with an alternative conception of cognitive growth, one which places
the emphasis on qualitative rather than quantitative change and which focuses as
much on the processes of growth as on the outcomes. Thus he challenges the view
that children are simply quantitatively diminished adults – he claims that children
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progress through different types of thinking as they develop towards mature adult
thought. Unfortunately Piaget does not provide us with an account of cognitive
development past the adolescent years. Nevertheless his approach to childhood
cognitive development can be used as a point of reference for illuminating the
state of things in adulthood. In his description of cognitive development Piaget
postulates a number of stages through which the person progresses in an invariant
sequence. These stages represent qualitatively different ways of making sense,
understanding, and constructing a knowledge of the world. Piaget is particularly
concerned with documenting the development of a specific type of knowledge 
– the kind of knowledge which arises from acting in the world and reflecting on
our actions and experiences. The following anecdote illustrates what Piaget has
in mind:

One of my friends who is a great mathematician described to me an experience
that he had as a child. While counting some pebbles, he arranged them in a
line, counted them from left to right, and found that there were ten. He
decided to count them from right to left and found there were still ten. He
was surprised and delighted, so he changed the shape again. He put them in
a circle, counted around the circle, and found there were still ten . . . It was
a great intellectual experience for him. He had discovered that the sum ten
is independent of the order of counting. But unlike their weight, neither the
sum nor the order is a property of the pebbles. The sum and the order come
from the actions of the subject himself. It was he who introduced the order
and it was he who did the counting. So logico-mathematical experience is
experience in which the information comes from the subject’s own actions
and from the coordinations among his actions. 

(Piaget, 1977b: 6–7)

It is the emergence of this type of knowledge in the person, logico-mathematical
knowledge, that Piaget documents and orders into a sequence of stages, labelled
sensory-motor (approx. 0–2 years), pre-operational (approx. 2–6 years), concrete-
operational (approx. 7–11 years), and formal-operational (12 years plus). These
stages represent qualitatively different ways of making sense, understanding, 
and constructing a knowledge of the world. For example, the earliest stage is
characterized by a practical intelligence where the infant learns to act in the world
and produce effects. Innate reflexes such as grasping and sucking form the basis of
a few rudimentary action patterns that the infant develops. Eventually these action
patterns become co-ordinated so that objects which are seen, may then be reached
for, grasped, brought to the mouth and sucked. Literally, the world is a place to 
be grasped and sucked, it is a world of sensations and there is no differentiation
between the self, the objects encountered, and one’s actions on those objects.
Indeed the world and its objects have a reality only if they can be sensed. During
this stage these distinctions are gradually acquired and the infant comes to under-
stand that objects have an independent existence. In the pre-operational stage
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the child can think about objects and events when they are absent. This capacity
for representational thought is the foundation for deferred imitation (imitating 
a person’s actions after some time has elapsed), make-believe (pretending to do
and be various things) and language. Despite these advances, the stage is best
characterized by the limitations of the child’s thought processes, such as the
inability to take the role or view of the other person (egocentrism), the tendency
to focus on only one aspect of an object or event when reasoning (centration),
the tendency to endow inanimate objects with human qualities (animism) and the
propensity to link ideas and things through association only (intuitive thought).
In the concrete-operational stage the child has a more coherent and integrated
cognitive system which permits an understanding of concepts (such as quantity,
length, number, weight, volume) and an understanding of classes and their rela-
tionships.

It is the final stage which marks the commencement of mature adult thought.
The distinctive mark of the formal-operational child is the capacity to think
hypothetically about the ‘possible’, that is , to think in abstract terms. This is the
basis of logical, scientific thinking, but it also leads to an understanding of abstract
principles enshrined in the social order (e.g. justice, ethics, moral philosophy).
The two experiments outlined in Table 5.1 illustrate some of these capacities.

In the balance beam experiment the concrete-operational child fails to see how
distance systematically compensates for weight and how weight systematically
compensates for distance. He/she understands the influence of weight and distance
alone, but cannot coordinate the two. In the chemical solutions experiment the
formal-operational child can systematically list all possible combinations and thus
be guaranteed of finding the solution. By contrast, the concrete-operational child
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Table 5.1  Comparison of concrete operations and formal operations on two tasks

Material Task
Concrete
operations

Formal
operations

Balance beam

To restore the
balance

Chemical solutions
filled with colourless,
odourless liquids

To produce the
colour yellow,
knowing that g + one
of, or some combination
of 1, 2, 3 and 4 will
produce yellow

1 + g
2 + g
3 + g
and some haphazard
complex combinations
e.g. 1 + 4 + g
 2 + 3 + g

Systematically
tests all possible
combinations
until the solution
is found

1 2 3 4 g

1

2



can systematically test the simple combinations – but any further attempts are
based only on trial and error. The performance of the concrete-operational child
is limited by his/her cognitive structure.

There are some propositions in Piaget’s theory which trigger the interest of adult
educators. First, his outline of the principal stages of cognitive development
immediately raises questions concerning the meaning of ‘stage’ and the relation-
ship between different stages. This is an enquiry worth pursuing because it has
relevance for the entire gamut of stage developmental theories. Second, his
description of the processes which account for development from one stage to the
next has implications for our understanding of learning in a more general sense.
Finally, his conception of mature adult thought (formal operations) challenges
the idea of fundamental cognitive developmental progress during adulthood.

The meaning of ‘stages’ and their relationships

Flavell (1971, 1972) has completed a thorough analysis of the problems and issues
in describing development in terms of a sequence of stages. But first, Flavell and
Wohlwill provide us with a crisp definition of ‘stage’.

Most typically, the stage concept is invoked to refer to a mode, pattern, or
constellation of behaviours for dispositions towards behaviour) that seems to
characterize some definable period in the child’s life, be this period specified
in terms of chronological age (with the resultant difficulty of taking individual
differences in rate of development into account) or in terms of its position in
a sequence. The expression ‘the stage of infancy’ would exemplify the former,
while ‘the crawling stage’ would illustrate the latter use. 

(Flavell and Wohlwill, 1969: 91)

One of the first issues in identifying a stage concerned the range of behaviours it
should encompass. In the above definition the ‘crawling stage’ is quite narrow and
specific, while the ‘stage of infancy’ is general and non-specific. Narrowly defined,
purely descriptive stages, risk the charge of being of little interest theoretically,
whereas stages which have a high degree of generality are thereby invested with
a theoretical status beyond the purely descriptive. The Freudian stages, mentioned
earlier, have a high degree of generality, and they serve to unite quite disparate
and seemingly unrelated behaviours. Indeed, this unifying aspect is a characteristic
of Piaget’s theory and it is arguably a necessary condition for the concept of stage
to be at all meaningful. Flavell outlines four components of the stage concept,
they are:

1 Qualitative changes ‘Stage to stage development entails qualitative rather than
quantitative changes in thinking’ (Flavell, 1971: 423).

There are many quantitative changes in development but it would be ludi-
crous to label them stages (e.g. the ‘counting-to-ten stage’ as opposed to the
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‘counting-to-twenty stage’ or the ‘100-word vocabulary stage’ as opposed to
the ‘2000-word vocabulary stage’). Quantitative changes describe ‘less’ and
‘more’ of a particular ability whereas qualitative changes describe a shift to a
different type of ability.

2 Abruptness ‘The development of individual stage specific abilities is charac-
teristically abrupt rather than gradual’ (Flavell, 1971: 425).

This ‘abruptness’ criterion raises the issue of whether there is an increase 
in the functional maturity of an ability within a particular stage (i.e. does 
the ability develop from an initial level of competence to a more advanced
level?). This is an important issue because it determines whether a stage is
conceived of as a ‘state’ or as a ‘process’. For Piaget a ‘stage’ has both these
elements: ‘A stage thus comprises both a level of preparation, on the one
hand, and of achievement on the other’ (Piaget, 1955: 35, quoted in Flavell,
1971: 428).

3 Concurrence ‘The abilities which define a particular stage develop concur-
rently, i.e. in synchrony with one another’ (Flavell, 1971: 435).

The notion of concurrence is quite slippery because once the acquisition
of an ability is regarded as an extended process it becomes difficult to know
what concurrence means. It could mean two abilities commencing at the 
same time but ‘maturing’ at different times. Or it could mean two abilities
commencing at different times but maturing at the same time.

Whichever of these is the case, there are insurmountable problems in
measuring ‘concurrence’ and the evidence that exists does not seem to support
the idea of a tight synchrony in the development of different abilities. In
addition, Flavell argues that concurrence is not essential to the stage concept:
‘Surely the fact that these items are now functionally interrelated in your
head, now comprise a tightly knit cognitive structure, etc., in no way implies
that you must have acquired them all simultaneously’ (1971: 442).

4 Structures ‘Stage specific abilities become organised and interrelated to form
cognitive structures’ (Flavell, 1971: 443).

At its most simple level, a structure will consist of two or more abilities 
that are interrelated. In addition, these abilities and their relationships are
relatively stable and form the underlying basis of a range of superficially
distinct behaviours (e.g. the rules we use to construct sentences). Flavell
(1971) argues that it is difficult to contest the existence of cognitive structures
– cognitive abilities characteristically interact in various ways to form total
concepts. The more important issue is not whether ‘cognitive structures’ exist
but how to verify or falsify particular structures.

If we set aside for the moment the problems and issues associated with ‘stages’ 
and their measurement, there remains the need to specify the kinds of relation-
ships that exist between different stages. Many developmental theories postulate
a sequence of stages, but for a particular sequence to be theoretically interesting
the relationship would need to be more than merely temporal. What are the
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principal ways in which stages may be related? Flavell (1972) documents five such
relationships:

1 Addition, i.e. later stages are added to earlier stages
2 Substitution, i.e. later stages replace earlier stages
3 Modification, i.e. later stages are modified or more advanced versions of earlier

stages
4 Inclusion, i.e. earlier stages form a subset of later stages – they are a logical

prerequisite of later stages
5 Mediation, i.e. the earlier stage is a bridge to the development of a later stage.

Developmental processes

In explaining the processes of cognitive development Piaget proposes certain
mechanisms which are common to all stages. These mechanisms, or, as Piaget
refers to them, ‘functional invariants’ (Piaget, 1973: 62–3), derive from our
biological make-up. One such functional invariant is organization, which is the
tendency to systematize, coordinate or structure the experience of objects in order
to make such experience meaningful. Constructing ‘cognitive structures’ is thus a
basic tendency of the organism. The other ‘functional invariant’ is adaptation,
which consists of the two processes of assimilation and accommodation.

Assimilation is the tendency to distort or alter our encounters with new objects
and experiences so that they fit within our existing understanding of the world
(i.e. our cognitive structure). For example, the grasping reflex of the infant will be
applied indiscriminately to a range of objects: large, small, thick, thin, soft and
hard. This represents the infant’s attempt to assimilate the objects of the world to
its existing way of understanding the world. Certain objects may be actually
physically amenable to such distortion (e.g. plasticine), but most are not. The
world has a way of imposing its reality upon us and we are bound to ‘accommodate’
this reality. Accommodation is the tendency to alter our cognitive structures to
fit the objects we encounter. The infant will thus begin to differentiate between
different types of objects and the initial primitive grasp will be replaced by one
which is more complex and more effective in manipulating objects.

The principle in this example extends to what are considered to be more ‘cog-
nitive’ acts of the person: such as forming concepts, developing an understanding
of rules or constructing strategies for solving problems. The principle is that 
the growth of knowledge is based on the interplay between assimilation and
accommodation, between the person acting on and ‘constructing’ the world and
the world acting on the person. In this way cognitive structures are formed, which
essentially are a coherent set of strategies or rules which are used to understand
the world.

In Piaget’s account of development, these cognitive structures (which can be
described in logico-mathematical terms) may be relatively stable and enduring
affairs. That is, the person can apply them to make sense of the world, consistently
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and without contradiction. When this occurs the cognitive structures are said 
to be in equilibrium. However, Piaget asserts that some forms of equilibrium are
‘superior’ to others and that cognitive development proceeds from ‘less’ to ‘more’
adequate states of equilibrium. These states of equilibrium constitute the ‘stages’
of cognitive development previously outlined.

At this point Piaget needs to explain how and why the child moves from lower
to higher equilibrium states. In order to do this he incorporates into his system 
a process which reflects a basic motivational factor in development. He refers to
the process as equilibration. In its motivational aspect it refers to a search for better
equilibrium, which is a tendency inherent in all healthy organisms. Rotman
remarks:

the need for this balance arises endogenously, it is imposed on an individual
from within rather than from any source in society, and its satisfaction is a
biological necessity essential to the health and well being of the organism.
Indeed, for Piaget durable disequilibria constitute pathological organic or
mental states. 

(Rotman, 1977: 96)

Thus not only is there an intrinsic need for schemes or cognitive structures to
function but they seek to function at the highest possible level of equilibrium.
Lower level equilibrium states are indeed a kind of disequilibrium state in that
they are only ‘equilibrated’ with respect to a limited field of application. Any
attempt to extend the field of application will lead to conflicting and competing
subschemes; the child will encounter inconsistency and contradiction in his/
her experience which will ultimately be resolved by a reorganization of his/her
cognitive structure at a higher level. This is the mechanistic aspect of equilibration:
when contradictions arise through the inadequacies of lower level equilibrium
states then cognitive progress will ensue.

An experiment of Doise et al. (1976) illustrates this process quite nicely. They
used a standard Piagetian test for the conservation of length:

A child who does not attain conservation of length admits that two equal
rulers, whose ends perceptually coincide, are of equal length, but when one
of the rulers is displaced so that one of its tips is no more in line with the tip
of the other ruler, the non-concerving child thinks that one ruler is now
longer than the other. 

(Doise et al., 1976: 245)

When children claim that, after a displacement, one ruler is longer than the other,
the typical adult correction is to say ‘no, the top ruler is further here, but the
bottom ruler is further there, so both are the same length’. However, Doise et al.
shows that a more effective intervention is to point to the opposite end of the
other ruler and say: ‘I think this ruler is longer, you see, it goes further there’. The
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ingenuity of this experiment is that children were provided with a model of
reasoning similar to their own but which led to a different judgement. Presumably
this highlighted the contradictions inherent in their inability to conceive length,
and the perception of this contradiction acted as a springboard for cognitive
progress. Conflict and contradiction then, lie at the heart of cognitive devel-
opment.

To sum up, Piaget’s view of the development of knowledge is that fundamentally
invariant cognitive processes (organization, assimilation, accommodation, equi-
libration) progressively produce qualitatively different equilibrium states, or ‘stages’
through which the child passes in his or her development towards adult forms of
reasoning.

To reiterate, there are a number of ways in which Piaget’s work is relevant to
an understanding of adult learning and development. His most pertinent legacies
in this respect are:

1 The emphasis on qualitative rather than quantitative developmental changes
in cognition (and his related ‘structuralist’ approach to cognitive develop-
ment).

2 The importance attached to the active role of the person in constructing his
or her knowledge (with the implication that learning through activity is more
meaningful).

3 A conception of mature, adult thought (i.e. formal operations).

Each of these legacies is apparent in research and theory which attempts to extend
Piaget’s work to the years beyond adolescence, and/or which applies his approach
to different developmental domains (such as the development of morality, or social
cognition). They are also apparent, however, as focal points in the literature which
offers a critical appraisal of his work.

Critique of Piaget

Piagetian theory has received a great deal of criticism on conceptual and
methodological grounds. There are the usual charges that his ‘experiments’ are
badly controlled and incompletely reported – that he fails to provide precise and
clear details of his procedure, that he varies his procedure from subject to subject,
that he omits rudimentary information about his subjects, and that he omits checks
on the face validity and reliability of his stage classification procedures. In addition
he is said to have a tendency to over-interpret his data and to leave large gaps
between his theory construction and the empirical findings that he is writing
about. Some of the conceptual difficulties of his theory are implicit in the foregoing
analysis of the concepts of ‘stage’ and ‘sequence’. It is apparent from this analysis
that it is difficult, if not impossible, to establish empirically that two or more
cognitive acquisitions do in fact emerge in a particular chronological order in an
individual’s life.
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All the above criticisms deal with conceptual and methodological difficulties
within the framework of Piaget’s theory. Two important criticisms, however, strike
at the core of his work. The first of these relates to a tension between two features
of Piaget’s theory – his structuralism and his constructivism. The second concerns
the adequacy of formal operations as a complete account of mature, adult thought.

Piaget’s ‘structuralist’ approach is exemplified by his description of a sequence
of ‘stable’ cognitive structures in the course of development. His ‘constructivist’
approach is to be found in his explanation of the processes of cognitive develop-
ment – processes which explain change rather than stability. The person, through
interactions with the environment, constructs his/her knowledge through the
interplay between assimilation and accommodation. Now the issue is whether
structuralism or constructivism dominates in Piaget’s work. There are two lines of
argument which suggest that structuralism dominates. One of these is expressed
by Basseches:

while it is relatively easy to see how the constructivist model operates in
Piaget’s description of infants’ cognition, it gets harder and harder as one
moves up the developmental scale. More and more, assimilation seems to
dominate over accommodation, so that finally we have clear explanations
and examples of how adolescents apply their formal operational structures to
solving problems, but we have no such explanations or examples of how new
experiences force adolescents to construct new forms of reasoning that
transcend the limits of their formal analyses. The formal operational system
seems so abstract that it can be applied to any kind of problem without
accommodation. 

(Basseches, 1984: 52)

In Piaget’s scheme of things there is no further structural change after the attain-
ment of formal operations. Formal operational thought is a closed system structure
which can assimilate any experience. According to Basseches, this implies that
the dialectical interplay of assimilation and accommodation ends with formal
operational thought – a view which he, and others (Riegel, 1973; Buck-Morss,
1975) reject.

The Piagetian approach has been applied to the years beyond adolescence 
but the research has mainly focused on whether, and how, formal operational
thought is generalized, extended and maintained in adulthood (see Long, 1983
for a summary). Another line of enquiry has highlighted the limitations of formal
operations in describing mature adult thought. A common thread in this enquiry
is that mature adult cognition is characterized by the ability to fit abstract thinking
into the concrete limitations of everyday life. Labouvie-Vief captures the spirit of
this enquiry:

While the theme of youth is flexibility, the hallmark of adulthood is commit-
ment and responsibility. Careers must be started, intimacy bonds formed,
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children raised. In short, in a world of a multitude of logical possibilities, one
course of action must be adopted. This conscious commitment to one pathway
and the deliberate disregard of the logical choices may mark the onset of adult
cognitive maturity . . .

The pure logic of youth may, of course, serve a local or temporary adaptive
value, and therefore its importance should not be denigrated. It permits a
circulatory exercise of operatory schemes that are to be put to pragmatic use
later on. It thus helps to guarantee the flexibility demanded of mature adult
adaptation. This is our first proposed conclusion: adulthood brings structural
change, not just in the perfection of logic, but in its reintegration with
pragmatic necessities. 

(Labouvie-Vief, 1980: 153)

This need to take into account pragmatic necessities may require the ability to
tolerate contradiction and ambiguity, which, according to Riegel, is a feature of
adult thought:

The mature person needs to achieve a new apprehension and an effective use
of contradictions in operations and thoughts. Contradictions should no longer
be regarded as deficiencies that have to be straightened out by formal thinking
but, in a confirmative manner, as the very basis of all activities. In particular,
they form the basis for any innovative and creative work. Adulthood and
maturity represent the period in life during which the individual knowingly
reappraises the role of formal, i.e. non-contradictory thought and during
which he may succeed again (as the young child has unknowingly succeeded
in his ‘primitive dialectic’) to accept contradictions in his actions and
thoughts (‘scientific dialectic’). 

(Riegel, 1975: 101)

In the above examples, formal operations is deemed to be limited by its
abstractness and removal from everyday problem-posing and solving. It is a type
of reasoning which is correctly applied to a very narrow range of problems, but
which can only play a subordinate role in efforts to solve the concrete problems
of adult life.

Piaget’s emphasis on an invariant (and universal) sequence of stages leading to
mature formal operational thought and his apparent disregard for psychological
phenomena which defy structural analysis (feelings, beliefs, values, imagination,
desire) has attracted a flood of what may be called ‘ideology’ critiques. This body
of criticism is summarized and evaluated by Broughton in the last article of a series
of five articles on Piaget’s theory. Basically, Piaget’s theory is portrayed as being
an outgrowth of liberal ideology. 

The Piagetian developmental theory is criticized as a form of ideolog-
ical legitimization which supports the current organization and political
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stratification of society and rationalizes the extant socialization processes
reproducing the present social order, by showing them to be accurate reflec-
tions of ‘natural’, quasi-biological sequences of individual growth. From this
critical perspective, both the sequence of structures and the theory of it
represent purely conventional meaning systems, with no clear objectivity. The
very concept of ‘development’ can even be construed as a reification of history
deriving from the nineteenth-century ideology of progress.

(Broughton, 1981b: 387)

This is a forceful criticism which seems quite remote from Piaget’s project.
Nevertheless, the validity and relevance of such a criticism can be illustrated 
by following the subsequent application of Piaget’s theory to what is known as
‘social cognition’ – which encompasses the development of concepts of society,
concepts of morality, concepts of politics, etc. (see for example Kohlberg, 1969,
1971, 1973). 

In keeping with such criticisms of cognitive structuralism, a common theme in
the development of psychology generally, and in the study of cognition and
intelligence particularly, has been the growing awareness of the need to take into
account the complexities of context in order to understand intellectual and
cognitive functioning. Thus there has been a general move away from identifying
abstract, decontexualized cognitive and intellectual attributes separated from
meaningful action in the world, towards a more inclusive understanding of
cognition and intelligence as it operates through engagement in everyday life.
Perhaps the most clear exemplars of this concern are the work of Gardner (1993,
1999) on multiple intelligences and the work of Sternberg and Grigorenko (2003)
and others on ‘practical intelligence’.

Towards situated learning

The literature on practical intelligence (see Chi et al., 1988; Tennant and Pogson,
1995; Sternberg and Grigorenko, 2003) can be seen as a reaction to the abstract
and decontextualized nature of traditional tests of intelligence. As Robert
Sternberg explains ‘Practical intelligence is what most people call common sense.
It is the ability to adapt, shape, and select everyday environments’ (in Sternberg
et al., 2000: xi). The terminology used to describe practical or non-academic
intelligence emphasizes practice as opposed to theory, direct usefulness as opposed
to intellectual curiosity, procedural usefulness as opposed to abstract knowledge,
and commonplace, everyday action or thought which has immediate, visible
consequences. More recently Sternberg (2004) has used the term ‘succesful
intelligence’:

I use the term successful intelligence to underscore the importance of under-
standing intelligence not just as a predictor of academic performance but also
as a predictor of success in life. This theory defines successful intelligence as
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the skills and knowledge needed for success in life, according to one’s own
definition of success, within one’s sociocultural context.

(Sternberg, 2004: 325–6)

A related and equally influential development has been the identification of
‘multiple intelligences’, Gardner (1993) initially formulated seven such ‘intelli-
gences’: 

• Linguistic intelligence 
• Logical–mathematical intelligence 
• Musical intelligence 
• Bodily–kinesthetic intelligence 
• Spatial intelligence 
• Interpersonal intelligence 
• Intrapersonal intelligence 

He has since added ‘naturalist intelligence’ (1999). For our purposes it is important
to note that intelligence is seen as multi-dimensional and, moreover, related 
to action in the world. Each of Gardner’s intelligences has a practical compo-
nent embedded within it, so that musical intelligence involves an element of
performance, interpersonal intelligence relates to the ability to work with others,
linguistic intelligence involves the use of language for expression, and so on.
Gardner has also flagged the notion of distributed cognition as a way of under-
standing intelligence as being located in a group or community rather than solely
residing in the minds of individuals (see Hatch and Gardner, 1993). 

I cite this work on practical and multiple intelligences to provide a bridge or
springboard for a more detailed analysis of situated learning. It is the latter which
has had a more profound impact on adult and lifelong education, and, although
situated learning does not directly flow from the literature on cognitive develop-
ment, practical intelligence and multiple intelligences, it certainly addresses the
same core issue of how the person engages with experience to learn and develop.
From this perspective situated learning can be seen as having connections with
these other major developments.

Lave and Wenger (1991) provide a radical departure from traditional ways 
of conceiving learning and the development of knowledge with their concept of
‘situated learning’. For them the essential thing about learning is that it involves
participation in communities of practice. At first this participation is peripheral
(hence the term ‘legitimate peripheral participation’), but it increases gradually
in engagement and complexity until the learner becomes a full participant 
in the sociocultural practices of the community (an ‘old timer’ rather than a 
‘newcomer’). They illustrate their view of learning with respect to five studies 
of apprenticeship: of Yucatec Mayan midwives in Mexico, of Vai and Gola tailors
in Liberia, of US navy quartermasters, of butchers in US supermarkets, and of 

70 The development of intelligence and cognition



non-drinking alcoholics in Alcoholics Anonymous. Theirs is truly a social theory
of learning and this becomes evident as they articulate their assumptions about
the person, the world, and their relations, and how they conceive of learning as
social practice. 

On a first reading of Lave and Wenger it is tempting to locate their work firmly
in a tradition which emphasizes learning by doing, reflection on experience, and
a decentring from the teacher to the learner. However they are keen to distance
themselves from this tradition, emphasizing the view that learning is an ‘integral
and inseparable aspect of social practice’ (p. 31). Their concept of situatedness is
certainly very different from the notion of ‘learning by doing’ which is often
construed as an approach to learning which is compatible with conventional forms
of teaching, whereas being ‘situated’ means being engaged as a full cultural-
historical participant in the world, where ‘agent, activity, and the world mutually
constitute each other’ (p. 33). Lave and Wenger stress that learning is ‘an integral
part of generative social practice in the lived-in world’ (p. 35). Similarly, they
claim that the idea of reflection on practice or action is misconstrued, because
there is a difference between talking about practice from the outside and talking
within it: 

In a community of practice, there are no special forms of discourse aimed at
apprentices or crucial to their centripetal movement toward full participation
that correspond to the marked genres of the question–answer–evaluation
format of classroom teaching . . . For newcomers, then, the purpose is not to
learn from talk as a substitute for legitimate peripheral participation; it is to
learn to talk as a key to legitimate peripheral participation.

(Lave and Wenger, 1991: 108–9)

Thus the idea of discourse about practice as somehow distanced from practice 
or standing outside it is alien to their analysis. Discourse itself is seen as a social
and cultural practice and not a kind of second order representation of practice.
Finally there is a paradoxical shift both towards and away from the learner in Lave
and Wenger’s analysis. The shift away from the learner is a product of their concern
with focusing on the structure of social practice, so that learning is not so much
a matter of individuals acquiring mastery over knowledge and processes of reason-
ing, it is a matter of coparticipants engaging in a community of practice. The focus
is thus on the community rather than the individual. Far from eclipsing the person,
they claim the person in this community is a ‘person-in-the-world’, not an isolated
individual, but a ‘whole person’ who is a member of a socio-cultural community.
Theirs is a relational view of the person and learning.

Allied to this view of the learner is a rejection of the idea that learners acquire
structures or schemata through which they understand the world. It is participation
frameworks which have structure, not the mental representations of individuals.
Learners can be characterized as having increasing access to participating roles in
a community of practice.
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the skillful learner acquires something more like the ability to play various
roles in various fields of participation. This would involve things other than
schemata: ability to anticipate, a sense of what can feasibly occur within
specified contexts . . . a prereflective grasp of complex situations . . . timing
of actions relative to changing circumstances: the ability to improvise.

(Lave and Wenger, 1991: 20)

While participation in a community of practice is fundamentally concerned with
the development of identity, it is not appropriate to speak of the internalization
of knowledge or the socio-cultural world of practice. ‘In contrast with learning 
as internalization, learning as increasing participation in communities of prac-
tice concerns the whole person acting in the world’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991: 49).
The person is defined by their relations within a community of practice, and
conventional views of internalization, they argue, leave no scope for exploring 
the continuously evolving and renewed set of relations in this community of
practice. 

It is not surprising to find that Lave and Wenger reject the idea that knowledge
can in any way be general, abstract or decontextualized. They argue that 

even so-called general knowledge only has power in specific circumstances
. . . abstract representations are meaningless unless they can be made specific
to the situation at hand . . . Knowing a general rule by itself in no way ensures
that any generality it may carry is enabled in the specific circumstances in
which it is relevant. In this sense any ‘power of abstraction’ is thoroughly
situated in the lives of persons and in the culture that makes it possible.

(Lave and Wenger, 1991: 33–34) 

Given that teaching is predicated on at least some degree of abstraction, decon-
textualization and generality; Lave and Wenger’s analysis has implications for 
how teaching and formal education is to be conceived. They presage such debate
but do not engage in it, being content to note that, for the present, they are not
concerned with an analysis of teaching, except to say that the relationship between
teaching and learning is highly problematic, or, for their purposes ‘decoupled’.
Indeed within situated learning, access to the expertise of ‘old timers’ or ‘masters’
is not conceived in asymmetrical terms of master–apprentice relations or the
master as pedagogue, the focus instead being on the structuring of a community’s
learning resources.

Lave and Wenger are concerned with identifying the conditions which distort
or enhance learning in communities of practice. For example, the prospects of
learning from practice are diminished where there is conflict between newcomers
and masters, bosses, or managers; similarly learning is distorted when there are
strong asymmetrical master–apprentice relationships. Legitimate peripheral
participants need broad access to arenas of mature practice and they need fewer
demands on their time, effort and responsibility for work than full participants.
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Finally, the socio-political organization of practice needs to be ‘transparent’, only
in this way can learners develop as full participants 

To become a full member of a community of practice requires access to a wide
range of ongoing activity, old timers, and other members of the community;
and to information, resources, and opportunities for participation.

(Lave and Wenger, 1991: 101)

In a later work Lave (1993) contrasts situated learning with what is presented as
the limitations of traditional cognitive theory. These are four in number:

1 The assumed division between learning and other activity 

Two theoretical claims that are in question here: one is that actors’
relations with knowledge-in-activity are static and do not change except
when subject to special periods of ‘learning’ or ‘development’. The other
is that institutional arrangements for inculcating knowledge are the nec-
essary, special circumstances for learning, separate from everyday practices.

(Lave, 1993: 12)

2 The focus on the transmission of new knowledge without addressing the
invention of new knowledge in practice

Any simple assumption that transmission or transfer or internalisation are apt
descriptors for the circulation of knowledge in society faces the difficulty
that they imply uniformity of knowledge. They do not acknowledge the
fundamental imprint of interested parties, multiple activities, and different
goals and circumstances, on what constitutes ‘knowing’ on a given occasion
or across a multitude of interrelated events.

(Lave, 1993: 13)

3 The assumption of homogeneity of learning, learners and knowledge

In contrast situated learning assumes heterogeneity. ‘The heterogeneous,
multifocal character of situated activity implies that conflict is a ubiquitous
aspect of human existence. This follows if we assume that people in the
same situation, people who are helping to constitute ‘a situation’ together,
know different things and speak with different interests and experience
from different social locations.

(Lave, 1993: 15)

4 The portrayal of ‘failure’ as an individual inability or refusal to learn

The idea of erroneous or mistaken understanding in a heterogeneous world
takes on a new meaning as ‘active normal social locations and practices’
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(Lave, 1993: 16). How and when error is identified ‘depends on whose
socially positioned point of view is adopted, and on historically and socially
situated conceptions of erroneous action and belief’.

(Lave, 1993: 16)

The value of the work of Lave and others on situated learning is that they draw
attention to the need to understand knowledge and learning in context, how new
knowledge comes to be invented in practice, and how learning occurs through
participation in a community of practice. In pursuing their project they make 
a number of claims which can certainly be contested. For example, the claim that
in traditional cognitive theory there is a division between learning and everyday
activity certainly cannot be sustained, at least with respect to cognitive structural-
ism which also claims that activity is the source of knowledge. Similarly to portray
cognitive structuralism as being only concerned with the transfer of knowledge
ignores its strong dialectical base, and to argue that internalization assumes a kind
of homogeneous world without conflict ignores the way in which the concept of
internalization specifically addresses the problem of conflict. But these criticisms
do not necessarily detract from the main thrust of the situated learning project,
which nevertheless does depend on at least two claims. First, that it makes no
sense to talk of knowledge that is decontextualized, abstract or general, and second,
that new knowledge and learning are properly conceived as being located in
communities of practice. These two claims are examined below.

Lave (1993) argues that the ‘contextual/de-contextual’ dualism is based on a
view of context as a container, so that we speak of the ‘context’ in which a general
rule applies more as an illustration of the general rule rather than an exploration
of the context in its own right. This way of speaking places a greater value on
decontextualized knowledge, it is something which is abstract and general which
can be applied across a range of contexts (i.e. in a sense the context doesn’t matter
or it is trivial). This privileging of the general and the abstract over the particular
and the practical is a pervading theme in the history western culture and it has
found expression in modern times in the way we measure achievement at school
and, indeed, the way we measure the potential for achievement through the use
of tests of intelligence and aptitude. The exploration of ‘situated learning’ rightly
seeks to redress this imbalance and it is accompanied by parallel investiga-
tions into the nature of practical intelligence, expertise, and tacit knowledge in
the psychological literature. But Lave and others leave no scope for the idea that
knowledge and learning can be decontextualized, and they reject the ‘contextual/
decontextual’ dualism. This extreme position is perhaps the result of failing to
make some distinctions which should be made. First, Lave and Wenger do not
distinguish between what is decontextualized and what is abstract or general. In
many cases the motivation for learning is to be transported to a different time and
space, to escape the ‘situatedness’ of one’s life and enter into a previously unknown
and unimaginable world. Camus captures the spirit of this type of learning in his
de facto autobiograhy The First Man; here he writing about how he (under the
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name of Jacques Cormery) and his childhood friend would devour library books
as a stark contrast to the poverty in their daily lives:

Actually the contents of these books mattered little. What did matter was
what they first felt when they went into the library, where they would see not
the walls of black books but multiplying horizons and expanses that, as soon
as they crossed the doorstep, would take them away from the cramped life of
the neighbourhood . . . each book had its own smell . . . And each of these
odours, even before he had begun reading, would transport Jacques to another
world full of promises . . . that was beginning even now to obscure the room
where he was, to blot out the neighbourhood itself and its noises, the city,
and the whole world.

(Camus, 1995: 193–4)

The point is that learning can occur which is seemingly unrelated to one’s context
or life situation, and in the above case this is precisely where the desire for learning
was located. Also the learning being referred to is not necessarily more general or
abstract, it is just different, and outside Camus’ immediate experience of the world. 

Second, Lave and Wenger seem to assume that the belief that knowledge can
be decontextualized, general and abstract, leads to a view of the learning process
as necessarily decontextualized, general and abstract. But their position on this
point is a little uncertain:

any power of abstraction is thoroughly situated, in the lives of persons and in
the culture which makes it possible. On the other hand, the world carries its
own structure so that specificity always implies generality.

(Lave and Wenger, 1991: 34)

Ironically this last sentence expresses quite nicely the spirit of cognitive struc-
turalism. For example, in learning the concept of number children manipulate 
and act on objects in a thoroughly ‘situated’ way. They may even learn to count
these objects, but the ability to count does not constitute the acquisition of the
concept of number – for this they need to recognize that the number of objects
does not vary with how they are configured in space, or indeed what the objects
actually are. In this scenario the abstract concept of number emerges from action
in the world, and it is true that once this concept is attained it is generally applied
across contexts. With respect to the concept of number at least, the nature and
configuration of objects is irrelevant – the nature of objects and their configuration
may have different meanings in different contexts – but their number will remain
invariant. 

The second principal claim referred to above concerns the nature of learning
in communities of practice. Although Lave and Wenger were conscious of the
risk of romanticizing communities of practice, in many respects they have done

just this by omitting a range of questions and issues from their analysis. In their
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eagerness to debunk testing, formal education and formal accreditation, they do
not analyse how their omission affects power relations, access, public knowledge
and public accountability. Formal education and accreditation arguably provide
points of access which would otherwise be denied to intending newcomers
(especially in communities of practice dominated by a single sex, race, ethnic
community, or age group) and this access forces changes on a community of
practice outside those occurring through conflicts between newcomers and old
timers. They also provide portability in the sense that access to geographically
different communities of practice is ensured. While the balance of power between
the academy and the professions may be critiqued for reproducing the social order,
on the face of it, it is more ‘world open’ than a community of practice which
contains within it the ‘secrets’ of practice which can only be attained through
peripheral participation. There is also no analysis of how communities of practice
respond to social and technological changes, where the newcomers, for example,
may have knowledge and access to new technologies which will displace tradi-
tional methods of practice. Further, in their implicit critique of formal education
there is no recognition that many communities of practice regard formal education
as part of their ‘practice’ and that a condition of peripheral participation is that
certain rites of passage (examinations) are passed. These rites of passage form part
of the language of participation where learners learn to talk rather than from talk
(any casual observation of the language of newcomers in a community of practice
requiring a common qualification will confirm this). 

The above comments are not intended to dissuade the reader from engaging
with the concept of situated learning, but only to warn the reader that a full and
uncritical acceptance of the analysis of Lave and others is not warranted. Clearly
there are some problems with adopting an extreme ‘situated’ learning position,
and they stem from the proposition that learning can only occur through par-
ticipation in communities of practice. First, while the research certainly justifies
a shift in emphasis towards the context or situation as being an important aspect
of learning, it does not provide grounds for dismissing abstract, decontexualized
learning as valueless. Second, on their account, there seems to be no role at all 
for teaching outside a community of practice: preparing learners for practice at
‘arm’s length’ so to speak. For example, it would seemingly make no sense to create
‘authentic’ situations or de facto ‘communities of practice’, because they would
need to be real communities, not artificial ones. Finally, there seems to be no scope
for critique and change in communities of practice – for standing outside the
framework and taken-for-granted assumptions of the community. 

The situated learning approach of Billett (1996) offers the best attempt to date
at reconciling the cognitive and sociocultural perspectives, thereby overcoming
some of the shortcomings and limitations of the research and theory hitherto
discussed. For Billett it is goal-directed problem solving in particular situations
which provides the means for constructing knowledge: ‘as individuals engage in
goal directed activities, they access, manipulate, and transform cognitive struc-
tures’ (Billett, 1996: 271).
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Billett departs from the cognitive tradition in his acknowledgment that different
forms of social practices lead to different ways of appropriating and structuring
knowledge. His working out of this idea is quite elaborate, but basically he is saying
that there are a variety of knowledge sources in a community of practice (such 
as other workers, hints, reminders, explanations, observations, listening, dealing 
with authentic problems, one’s personal history), and that these have an impact
on the way knowledge is appropriated and structured. Billett (1994) investigated
workplace learning in a mining and secondary processing plant. He interviewed
fifteen shiftworkers and gathered data about how participants interacted with both
the structured learning arrangements at the plant and the unstructured learning
resulting from daily work practice. He documented the perceived utility of different
learning resources: learning guides, computer-based learning, video, mentors,
direct instruction, observing and listening, other workers, everyday activities and
the work environment. He found that the informal elements of the learning system
were the most valued by operators in assisting with workplace tasks and the
resolution of problems encountered. An interesting aspect of this study is the rating
of the utility of different learning resources for the development of different types
of knowledge (propositional knowledge, procedural knowledge, and dispositional
knowledge). The data obtained supports the perceived potency of ‘everyday
activities’, ‘observing and listening’, and ‘other workers’ as sources of all three types
of knowledge. Billett, however, warns that, while informal learning clearly supports
the development of higher order procedural knowledge, workers express concern
about the possibility of developing conceptual (propositional) knowledge through
informal means only. There is therefore scope for making the tacit understandings
of skilled workers more explicit, which may mean periods of formal instruction.

More recently Billett (2003) warns against an ‘oversocialized’ conception of
learning. He draws attention to the unique life histories individuals bring to their
participation in social practices:

Understanding the interdependence between individuals’ learning and the
social and cultural contributions to that leaning is a contested project within
psychological thought, as it is within sociology and philosophy. My interest
in this interdependence has it origins in the representations of knowledge of
hairdressers which yielded a legacy of workplace norms, practices and values
that were identified as shaping the conduct of their work. However, contri-
butions beyond the particular workplace were also identified as shaping these
individuals’ vocational practice, thereby also influencing how they worked
and learnt through their current work.

More than being merely idiosyncratic, these contributions had their genesis
in the events in the hairdressers’ life histories. So, beyond the immediate social
experience, premediate experiences – those occurring earlier- that, in turn,
shape their postmediate experiences – those occurring later – need to be
accounted for in considering the social geneses of individuals’ cognition. This
suggests a more comprehensive account of the social basis of learning than
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one privileging situational contributions, such as in communities of practice,
activity systems, and distributed cognition. 

(Billett, 2003: 2)

Billett’s approach exemplifies the kind of research needed to flesh out the processes
underlying the development of ‘practical intelligence’, because it documents how
workers utilize their experiences (and resources available to them) for learning 
of a kind which has some general applicability. Both he and others highlight the
importance of understanding the nature of learning in communities of practice,
and how new knowledge is generated through practice. Existing teaching and
learning practices, with appropriate reforms, can accommodate the core ideas of
situated learning, and in many respects it is adult education which is best placed
to put situated learning into practice!
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Chapter 6

Learning styles

Introduction

‘Cognitive style’, ‘learning style’ and ‘conceptual style’ are related terms which
refer to an individual’s characteristic and consistent approach to organizing and
processing information. The idea that people have different learning styles is
enticing for adult educators. First, it highlights the importance of learning
processes (rather than teaching techniques), and it thereby raises questions con-
cerning the ideal distribution of power and control among teachers and learners.
Second, it is an egalitarian concept because it focuses on people’s strengths and
weaknesses so that the operative term describing learners becomes ‘different’ rather
than ‘bad’, ‘poor’, ‘average’, ‘good’ and ‘very good’.

There have been numerous attempts to classify and organize the basic ways 
in which cognitive or learning styles differ (see Curry, 2000; Grigorenko and
Sternberg, 1995; Rayner, 2000; Riding and Cheema, 1991). Cassidy (2004)
tabulates twenty-three approaches to cognitive and learning styles, each type being
supported by a range of research articles and theoretical papers. A casual glance
reveals that cognitive and learning styles are typically represented as polar
opposites of a single dimension so that a person is described as field dependent or
independent, reflective or impulsive, serialist or holist, a converger or a diverger,
a leveller or a sharpener, a vebalizer or a visualizer and so on (for a comprehensive
list of up to thirty bipolar dimensions see Coffield et al., 2004: 136). These varied
approaches to cognitive style should not be seen as mutually exclusive, rather they
support the reasonable expectation that people differ in their learning styles in a
number of ways. Because of this it would be naive to expect that adult educators
could systematically design and deliver a course to fit the learning style needs of
their students. This chapter, in part, addresses the issue of how learning style
information should be used in the adult classroom. However, this will be done in
the context of describing and evaluating two dominant approaches to categorizing
cognitive styles, the field dependence/independence dimension identified by
Witkin, and the Learning Style Inventory developed by Kolb and Fry. These are
arguably the two most influential theorists in the area: Desmedt andValcke (2004),
in a study of the citation rates of learning and cognitive style literature from 1972
to 2004, found they were the most cited researchers. A more comprehensive



treatment of learning style models and instruments can be found in Cassidy (2004)
and Coffield et al. (2004).

Field dependence and field independence

The terms ‘field dependence’ and ‘field independence’ are associated with the
programme of research triggered by Witkin’s (1950) seminal report on individual
differences in the influence of context in making simple perceptual judgements.
He found that the perceptual judgements of some people are consistently influ-
enced by context, while for others the context has little or no influence. In 
an early experiment he used a completely darkened room. All the subject could 
see was a luminous rod surrounded by a luminous square frame. Both the rod and 
frame could be independently tilted, clockwise or anticlockwise, around a common
focal point. The subject was required to adjust the rod so that it appeared vertical
in the presence of a tilted surrounding frame. Some people could do this quite
accurately irrespective of the tilt of the surrounding frame (field independent
people). Others adjusted the rod to ‘vertical’ by aligning it with the surrounding
frame, even when the frame was tilted by as much as 30 degrees! (field dependent
people).

In another version of this test, seated subjects were required to adjust their body
to an upright position in a tilted room. Similar results were obtained: some subjects
reported they were upright, when in fact they were tilted 30 degrees, while other
subjects correctly adjusted themselves to the upright position without being
influenced by the tilted room.

Witkin claims that these tests, and similar ones, measure a common factor: the
ability to separate figure from context. He eventually developed a pencil and paper
test, called the embedded figures test, designed to measure this general ability. In
this test the subject is asked to locate a simple figure in a complex design. Once
again some people find this task easy and complete it quickly (field independent),
while others find it difficult and take longer to complete the test (field dependent).
Witkin found a correlation between performance on the rod and frame and body
adjustment tests. It is correlations such as these which led him to argue for the
existence of different cognitive styles:
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Figure 6.1 The performance of extreme field independent (a) and field dependent 
(b) subjects in Witkin’s (1950) rod and frame test



the common denominator underlying individual differences in performance
in all these tasks is the extent to which a person is able to deal with a part of
a field separately from the field as a whole, or the extent to which he is able
to dissemble items from organised context – to put it in everyday language,
the extent to which he is analytical. At one extreme of the performance range,
perception is strongly dominated by the prevailing field; we speak of this mode
of perception as field dependent. At the other extreme, the perception of an
item is relatively independent of the surrounding field, and we refer to this
mode of perception as field independent. 

(Witkin, 1978: 42)

One may object that Witkin’s tests measure an aspect of general intelligence
and therefore add very little to our understanding of cognitive capacities. In this
connection it is important to note that field independence/dependence does not
represent a continuum from ‘better to worse’, as indicated by the observation that
for some tasks the relatively field dependent person performs more accurately.
However, there is some substance to this claim because of persistent evidence 
that field independents perform better than field dependants on cognitive tasks.
Thus Witkin’s cognitive style dimension is, at least, an ingredient of general intel-
ligence, but it is much more than this, as demonstrated by numerous studies
correlating field independence/dependence with a host of personal characteristics,
social interaction patterns, and life choices. The impact of these studies is that
the concept of cognitive style has been extended from a narrow description of
perceptual capacities to a more global description of different ways of knowing the
world. For example, there are studies reporting how field dependants rely on a
social frame of reference to formulate their beliefs, attitudes and feelings, and self
conceit; that they make fewer self references in their speech; that they adapt their
rate of speech to the rate of the person to whom they are communicating; that
they are more sensitive to social cues; that they like to be with people; that they
are better liked; that they prefer to be physically closer to others, and so forth.

It is these associations with cognitive style that account for the interest of educa-
tors in the concept. Witkin et al. (1977) provided the first and most comprehensive
analysis of the educational implications of cognitive styles. I have adapted and
tabulated this analysis in Table 6.1. The table contains a summary of research
findings which relate cognitive style to aspects of education; how students learn,
how teachers teach, student–teacher interaction, and career and educational
planning. On each of these aspects there is a difference between the strategies,
choices and outcomes for field dependents and field independents. For example,
the table indicates how the process of learning is fundamentally different for people
with different cognitive styles. Thus field dependants are responsive to external
reinforcement, they rely on externally provided structure, they focus on salient
cues when identifying concepts, and they are better at learning and remembering
social material. The sample of the research findings in the table has implications
for teacher training, educational guidance and counselling, learner induction, the
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streaming or grouping of students and vocational preparation. But the implications
are not clear-cut and they depend on judgements of efficacy and value. Using the
table as a guideline I will now address some of the issues in connecting educational
practice with cognitive styles.

Malleability of cognitive styles

If cognitive styles are unalterable and there is a fixed relationship between
cognitive styles and learning strategies, then there is little scope for helping
learners overcome the limitations of their style. Fortunately, on first inspection,
this does not seem to be the case. Witkin et al. (1977) review a number of studies
which show that cognitive style, or at least its behavioural correlates, can be
modified. For example research indicates that the relative superiority of field
dependents in learning and remembering material with a social context is due
principally to their selective attention to this material – field independents do 
just as well when their attention is focused on such material. In a similar manner
the relative inferiority of field dependants in using hypothesis-testing procedures
in concept learning can be overcome by providing them with some simple direc-
tions on how to use this approach. Studies like these reveal that the impact of
cognitive style on learning is modifiable. The implication for teachers is that they
should be aware of learners’ cognitive styles and apply corrective intervention
where appropriate.

Witkin and his colleagues assert that individual differences in field dependence/
independence are primarily due to socialization. This suggests that they are, at
least in principle, modifiable through education or training. However, an early
longitudinal study (Witkin et al., 1967) illustrates the stability of cognitive style,
especially during the period between the ages of 17 to 24 years. Chickering is
incredulous that this should be so:

It is difficult for me to believe that change does not occur on the field
dependence dimension during the college years and that such changes are not
related to differences in college experiences and activities . . . If no change
occurred in field dependence and if no relationships to educational experi-
ences and activities were found, it would mean that the field dependence
versus independence characteristic has a stability among young adults that is
not shared by several other similar variables. 

(Chickering, 1978: 81)

This issue of the modifiability of cognitive style is likely to persist because it 
has implications for how best to provide advice and guidance to learners. If
cognitive styles are stable and fixed then teaching intervention can only be
cosmetic – under such circumstances it is best to adapt to the ‘natural’ inclinations
of the learner (for example, attempt to match teaching and learning styles, develop
alternative learning activities for people with different styles, guide people into
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those options to which they are suited). If, however, cognitive styles proved to be
highly malleable then intervention can take a more active form (assist students
to diversify their learning strategies, encourage option choices outside a student’s
dominant style).

Cognitive style as a bipolar dimension

One attraction of a cognitive style approach is that it offers an alternative to 
the grading of student potential from ‘better’ to ‘worse’ along some quantitative
dimension like intelligence. Intelligence is something one has ‘more’ or ‘less’ of,
but this does not apply to cognitive style:

the field-dependence–independence dimension is bipolar with regard to level,
in the sense that it does not have clear ‘high’ and ‘low’ ends. Its bipolarity
makes the dimension value-neutral, in the sense that each pole has qualities
that are adaptive in particular circumstances 

(Witkin and Goodenough, 1981: 59)

The phrase ‘adaptive in particular circumstances’ is crucial here. It warns us that
‘cognitive styles’ are not to be read as different ways of acquiring the same kind of
knowledge. Research indicates that different types of knowledge are ‘more’ or ‘less’
accessible to people with different cognitive styles. Table 6.1 indicates differences
in the types of educational and vocational achievements associated with being
field dependent/independent – field independents do best with the analytical and
impersonal domains such as the physical and biological sciences, mathematical,
engineering, technical and mechanical activities; and field dependants do best
with interpersonal domains requiring social skills, such as elementary school
teaching, the social sciences and welfare. But is there a status difference in the
knowledge associated with these different domains and areas of work? I think that
there is, and that in the current scheme of things field independence is valued
more highly that field dependence. Field independence is associated with abstract
and analytical thinking, which are important criteria for high status knowledge.
It is also linked with better performance on tests of intelligence and other cognitive
tests. Field independents are said to structure ambiguous material more effectively
and identify and form concepts more readily. To sum, the skills and qualities
associated with field independence appear to be those that society at large values
more highly (in this respect it is important to note that females are, at least
marginally, more likely to be field dependent). Even in the arena of adult education
field independents fare more favourably than field dependants – they are more
capable of dealing with a lack of clear direction (i.e. self-direction) and they learn
more under conditions of intrinsic modification which Knowles claims is a feature
of the adult as opposed to the child learner.

Thus the notion of cognitive style, in its field dependence/independence form
does little to liberate the learner from value judgements concerning worthwhile
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knowledge and worthwhile abilities. The position is exacerbated by the tendency
to talk only of ‘field independents’ or ‘field dependants’ as if they were mutually
exclusive and exhaustive categories into which all learners could be neatly sorted.
This tendency is understandable because the dominant research technique is to
make comparisons between the extremes of the bipolar dimension and thus
document the limits of the differences between the two cognitive styles. But
Witkin clearly indicates that the scores on texts of field independence/dependence
form a continuous distribution. If this distribution is normal, then we would expect
most people to have styles which reflect both field dependence and field indepen-
dence. Given this, it is only a short step to acknowledging that in one context a
person could be field dependent and in another, field independent. This is the
argument advanced by Wapner.

I maintain that (cognitive styles) are not independent of the context in which
they operate and should not be defined as such . . . for example, there may be
students who are more field dependent in the presence of an aggressive teacher
and relatively less field dependent in the presence of a submissive teacher. To
characterise people as occupying a range on the field dependence versus field
independence dimension, with their manifest behaviour depending on the
particular environmental context involves a significant reconceptualisation.

(Wapner, 1978: 75–6)

This is a conceptualization worth embracing because it is appropriate for the bulk
of learners and it avoids the dangers associated with moulding cognitive style into
an ideal typology. 

Match/mismatch of styles

Table 6.1 sets out some of the positive aspects of matching the styles of teachers
and students. But Wapner (1978), quite rightly, challenges the educational
benefits of matching cognitive styles:

with a match in cognitive style there is a greater mutual attraction of student
and teacher, greater communication through one of similar communication
modes, and greater understanding and creation of good atmosphere for learn-
ing. But is this the kind of environment that is optimal for learning? . . . Is an
environment optimal if it conforms to the students’ expectations? Is an
environment optimal if the student and teacher have understanding because
they share similarity of viewpoint? A powerful argument can be made that
opposition, contradiction and obstacles are necessary conditions for individual
development and creativity. 

(Wapner, 1978: 77–8)

Wapner’s comments are supported by the view, especially among cognitive
developmental psychologists (see Doise, 1978) that conflict is an important trigger

Learning styles 85



for development. The argument is that the limitations of one’s perspective only
become apparent when opposing perspectives are encountered. Indeed, learning
and development may be regarded as processes whereby initially alien experiences
or contradictory observations become understandable through changes in the
person. There are, of course, many claims and counter claims regarding such a
view, but most practitioners would agree that at least some unsettling experience
is a good ingredient for effective learning. Indeed this may explain why the
empirical studies on ‘matching’ are so equivocal. For example, in a review of such
studies, Smith et al. (2002 – cited in Coffield et al., 2004: 121) found that ‘For each
research study supporting the principle of matching instructional style and learning
style, there is a study rejecting the matching hypothesis’ (2002: 411). These con-
siderations alone are sufficient to prevent one from rigorously matching cognitive
styles, but there are two others worth mentioning. First, there is the question of
whether matching cognitive styles, in any global sense, is at all possible. I argued
in the immediately preceding section that the field dependence/independence
dimension forms a continuous distribution and that most people occupy a range
on that distribution. The upshot of this is that it makes no sense to try and ‘match’
the cognitive style of a teacher and a group of students – variations within the
group and among the tasks set for the learners would pre-empt this. Second, there
is the general question of whether education necessarily entails a broadening of
the person. To what extent should educators demand that learners step outside
the confines of their own skills and capacities and explore new ground? The
argument here is that the person capable of learning a variety of things in different
ways is better able to adapt to changed circumstances because they have learnt
how to learn – which is often professed to be the most cherished outcome of the
educational experience.

Cognitive styles and adult learning

Chickering (1978) illustrates how contract learning and programmed learning
(which are both alternatives to traditional instruction and are associated with
adult education) miss the target when it comes to cognitive styles. Neither of them
are suited to one style or the other. Contract learning, for example, provides an
opportunity for interaction (which suits field dependants) but it is largely self-
referent in the sense that the starting point for learning is the self (which poses
difficulties for field dependants). In a similar way programmed learning stresses
impersonal, analytic skills (which suits field independents) but its non-negotiable
posture makes it difficult for those who have clearly defined personal goals (such
as field independents). Having made these claims, Chickering then proceeds to
offer what he regards as utopian solutions:

The solution to contract learning lies simply in employing teachers who
can distinguish the field-dependent student from the independent one and

vary their teaching behaviours accordingly . . . The problems presented by
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programmed learning are equally simple to solve. The answer lies in the
direction of small modules at varying levels of complexity and comprehen-
siveness (i.e. to cater for choice). 

(Chickering, 1978: 87–8)

The ideal adult teacher then, is one who can diagnose learning styles and select,
from an armoury of skills and techniques, the appropriate strategy of enhancing
learning. It is a mistake to like a particular teaching method (such as contract
learning) to a particular cognitive style. Each method can be implemented in a
variety of ways which may or may not match the learner’s style.

Given what has been said in the preceding discussion, the term ‘diagnose’
appears inappropriate for describing the role of the adult educator. It implies a
privileged position which is (or should be) illusory. Ideally, learning styles should
be on the agenda of any adult learning group, not as an instrument of the adult
educator, but as an item for discussion and mutual scrutiny.

Learning styles and the experiential learning
model

Kolb and Fry (1975) and Kolb (1981, 1984) have developed an approach to
classifying learning styles which is somewhat different to that of Witkin and his
colleagues. The most important difference is that the learning styles they identify
(Table 6.2) are closely linked to a model of the learning process, which is repre-
sented in Figure 6.2.

In this model, learning is conceived as a four stage cycle comprising an
immediate concrete experience, observation and reflection on that experience,
the formulation of an hypothesis or some kind of theory, and finally the testing of
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Figure 6.2 The experiential learning model
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that theory through practical action. They argue that in any learning there is a
conflict or tension between the polarities of at least two dimensions. The first of
these dimensions has the concrete here-and-now experience at one pole, and
abstract conceptualization at the other. The second dimension has practical action
and experimentation at one pole and detached reflective observation at the other.
The ideal learner has the capacity to operate at either pole of both dimensions.

The learner, if he is to be effective, needs four different kinds of abilities 
– Concrete Experience abilities (CE), Reflective Observation abilities (RO),
Abstract Conceptualisation abilities (AC) and Active Experimentation (AE)
abilities. That is, he must be able to involve himself fully, openly and without bias
in new experiences (CE), he must be able to reflect on and observe these experi-
ences from many perspectives (RO), he must be able to create concepts that
integrate his observations into logically sound theories (AC) and he must be able
to use these theories to make decisions and solve problems (AE) (Kolb and Fry,
1975: 35–6).

As it turns out, there are very few ideal learners, and most of us develop a
preference or strength in one of the poles of each dimension. Kolb and Fry have
developed a Learning Style Inventory (Kolb, 1976), which is designed to measure
a person’s relative position on the ‘concrete experience’ vs ‘abstract conceptual-
ization’ dimension and the ‘active experientation’ vs ‘reflective observation’
dimension. The inventory consists of lists of words which the respondent is asked
to rank-order according to how best they describe his or her learning style. For
example, if one chose the words ‘analytical’, ‘thinking’, ‘logical’, ‘conceptualization’
and ‘rational’ in preference to ‘receptive’, ‘feeling’, ‘accepting’, ‘intuitive’, ‘present-
oriented’ and ‘experience’, then a preference for abstract conceptualization over
concrete experience would be indicated. Using this procedure Kolb and Fry
identified four basic learning styles, which are described in Table 6.2.

Many of the research findings, questions and issues raised in the immediately
preceding section are pertinent to the learning styles described in Table 6.2. There
has been research linking these learning styles to vocational choices, professional
socialization, choice of undergraduate majors, and preference for different teaching
methods. Such issues as how best to alter one’s dominant style, whether to match
or mismatch teaching and learning styles and how context influences one’s style
are relevant here in much the same way as in the discussion of field dependence/
independence, and continue to foster ongoing debate in the literature. For exam-
ple, Loo (2004) argues that learning style is not a major determinant of learning
preference and therefore teachers should not try to link methods to styles, whereas
Denig (2004), argues that teaching methods should be adapted to both learning
styles and the type of multiple intelligences exhibited. To prevent repetition I will
avoid any elaboration of these in the present context and instead comment on
some of the unique aspects of Kolb and Fry’s approach.

Like Witkin and his colleagues, Kolb and Fry challenge the notion that learning
potential is reducible to a single dimension such as intelligence. Witkin showed
us that there are at least two different but (ostensibly) equally valid ways of

88 Learning styles



understanding the world. Similarly, Kolb and Fry argue, in opposition to received
opinion, that the ability to think abstractly is no ‘better’ than the ability to be
‘concrete’. But Kolb and Fry proceed one step further than Witkin when they
acknowledge that each learning style has its strengths and weaknesses and
therefore a person locked exclusively into one style is an incomplete learner.
Becoming a ‘complete’ learner entails integrating the bipolar dimensions of each
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Table 6.2 Kolb and Fry’s learning styles

Learning styles Learning characteristics Description

• strong in the practical application of ideas
• performs well when there is a single 

Abstract
correct answers (e.g. IQ tests)

conceptualization
• can focus hypothetical–deductive

Converger +
reasoning on specific problems

Active
• unemotional, prefers to deal with things 

experimentation
rather than people

• has narrow interests and chooses to
specialise in the physical sciences

• characteristic of many engineers

• strong in imaginative ability

Concrete
• good at generating ideas and seeing things 

experience
from different perspectives

Diverger +
• interested in people

Reflective
• broad cultural interests

observation
• specialises in arts
• characteristic of people with humanities 

and liberal arts backgrounds

• strong ability to create theoretical models
• excels in inductive reasoning

Abstract • concerned with abstract concepts
conceptualization rather than people – not too concerned 

Assimilator + with the practical use of theories
Reflective • attracted to basic sciences and 
observation mathematics

• often works in research and planning 
departments

• greatest strength is in doing things

Concrete • more of a risk taker

experience • performs well when required to quickly 
Accommodator + adapt to immediate circumstances

Active • solves problems intuitively

experimentation • relies on others for information
• often found in action-oriented jobs such

as marketing and sales

Source: adapted from Kolb and Fry (1975)



learning style, and operating comfortably in any learning style. They then proceed
to link the notion of the ‘complete’ learner with a model of human development
whereby a long period of accentuating one’s dominant learning style (because of
educational experiences and vocational choices) is followed by a capacity for
integration (the reason for this is not clear). This should not be taken too seriously
because it is not a model which is worked out in detail and there is no evidence
offered in its support. I mention it only because it illustrates another attempt to
connect the ‘complete learner’ with a utopian conception of psychological
development.

Kolb and Fry, I think are too extravagant in the significance they attach to 
their ‘learning styles’. Even though the four learning styles are neatly constructed
from dimensions which correspond to a model of the learning cycle – the model
is not thereby validated. Clearly the model is not generalizable to all learning
environments, different learning environments demand different learning styles
(and Kolb and Fry cite this evidence) and there is no suggestion that it should be
otherwise. What is then meant by the ‘complete’ learner? Is it someone who can
adapt his or her learning style to any learning environment or is it someone who
consistently applies an ‘integrated’ learning strategy to all learning environments?
Kolb and Fry opt for the latter interpretation where the ‘complete learner’:

is marked by increasing complexity and relativism in dealing with the 
world and one’s experiences and by higher level integrations of the dialec-
tical conflicts between the four primary adaptive modes – Concrete
Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation and Active
Experimentation. 

(Kolb and Fry, 1975: 41)

Clearly they have in mind something much more grand than simply the ability 
to use whatever adaptive mode is suitable for the occasion. The complete learner
is able to ‘integrate’ the ‘dialectical’ tension among the four adaptive modes – 
in this way the experiential learning model becomes a model of the complete
learner.

I find it difficult to accept this interpretation for two basic reasons. First, it only
seems to make sense in a very general, abstract way such as when one is discussing
changes in the self and how it adapts to the world. As noted earlier the experiential
learning model does not apply to every concrete learning situation we encounter,
that is, not every learning situation demands a balanced integration of concrete
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and active experi-
mentation. However, most learning situations can be described in terms of one or
more of these ‘adaptive modes’ – thus the experiential learning model is best
conceived as a classification scheme than as a model of learning. Second, existing
empirical support for the model is weak. The Learning Style Inventory has no
capacity to measure the degree of integration of learning styles. Indeed, it really
only measures the relative preference of one set of words over another in describing
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learning styles. It is certainly not a measure of learning style competence; it is a
measure of preference only, so it is conceivable that person ‘A’ as a converger will
be better at divergent thinking than person ‘B’ who is a diverger. This limitation
of the Learning Style Inventory constrains the extent to which it can be used to
support the experiential learning model. Finally the applicability of the model to
different cultures is not apparent. Anderson (1988), for example, highlights the
need to recognize different culturally based cognitive and communication styles,
especially the difference between western and non-western styles as opposed to
the typology offered by Kolb and Fry.

These objections do not preclude the possibility of using the experiential
learning model to inform adult education practice. As a rule of thumb the model
provides an excellent framework for planning teaching and learning activities 
and it can be usefully employed as a guide for understanding learning difficulties,
vocational counselling, academic advising and so on. One needs to be careful,
however, and avoid accepting the model in its entirety because it can lead to 
a number of misconceptions about learners. These misconceptions include, for
example, that everyone has a learning style which narrows their capacity as a
learner; that some learners are incapable of integrating their knowledge because
they are at a lower stage of psychological development; or, finally, that there are
two ‘classes’ of learner, the privileged class (who can integrate their knowledge)
and the less privileged class (who are not capable of this integration). 

Concluding remarks

At the close of the section on field dependence/independence I remarked that
learning style information should be shared with the learners. This view is also
espoused by Dixon (1985) who argues that we should abandon the ‘instructor-
controlled’ implementation model of learning style information. Nevertheless, she
does specify a role for the instructor, whose responsibilities are:

1 helping individuals understand themselves as learners (e.g. through the
critical application of learning style inventories and through introspection);

2 encouraging individuals to expand their learning styles (e.g. by discussing
learning strategies with students);

3 using a variety of instructional approaches (so that learners experience
different ways of learning);

4 creating an environment in which diversity can thrive (e.g. through the
creative use of learning contracts);

5 creating a climate in which collaboration exists (e.g. by using others as
resources).

A similar but more encompassing and critical approach is taken by Coffield et al.
(2004), who critically examine the implications of the learning style literature for
teaching and learning strategies. The propositions evaluated are:
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1 Increase self-awarness and metacognition a knowledge of learning styles can be
used to increase self-awareness of students and tutors about their strengths
and weaknesses as learners

2 A lexicon for learning for dialogue learning styles can provide learners with a
much-needed ‘lexicon of learning’ – a language with which to discuss their
learning

3 Career counselling students can choose or shape their careers to play to the
strengths of their learning style

4 Matching students may benefit from a matching of teaching style with learning
style

5 Deliberate mismatching conflict of learning and teaching styles may lead to
more effective learning.

Coffield et al. (2004: 119–23)

Dixon’s (1985) principles, together with Coffield et al.’s (2004) analysis, form, in
my view, the best treatment to date on how to apply learning style information to
adult education practices.
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Chapter 7

Behaviourism

Background

Gauging the initial reaction of people to different psychological theories can 
be very instructive. For example, psychoanalysis is often peremptorily dismissed
as an affront to commonsense knowledge, a reaction which is typically diluted
with further exploration. By way of contrast, the vocabulary of behaviourism
(conditioning, reward, punishment, stimulus, response) is usually received sym-
pathetically because it is consistent with the casual observations we make about
human behaviour. It is only when the origin of this vocabulary is made explicit
that we balk and reassess our position. This chapter is the product of just such 
a reassessment.

It is usual to attribute the beginning of behaviourism to John Watson who
published ‘Psychology as the behaviorist views it’ in 1913. He argued, as did others
to follow, that psychology should be redefined as the study of behaviour and that
it should abandon the examination of inaccessible and unobservable mental
events. In this way the scientific obligation to be ‘objective’ would be fulfilled.
Watson assumed that most of our behaviour is acquired, through learning, which
is to say that it is the result of environmental rather than biological influences.
Thus the study of learning and the conditions under which it occurs became the
core project of behaviourism. Naturally, the type of learning which attracted the
attention of the behaviourists was the acquisition of stereotyped responses (e.g.
Pavlov’s dogs salivating when a bell rings) and the acquisition of observable and
quantifiable skills and knowledge (e.g. recalling a list of nonsense syllables). Also,
in order to identify the environmental influences on learning it was necessary 
to conduct experiments in carefully controlled environments. The logic of this
approach ruled out investigating humans in a natural setting, the law (or pro-
fessional ethics) rules out investigating humans in the laboratory setting and so
the natural candidate for learning experiments was the laboratory animal, usually
the albino cat, dog, pigeon, or rhesus monkey.

Using animals in a laboratory setting to discover the principles of learning is a
hallmark of the behaviourist method. The most widely known ‘classic’ experiments
are those of the Russian physiologist Pavlov (1927), who ‘conditioned’ a dog to
salivate to the sound of a bell, and the American psychologist Skinner (1938) who



enticed rats and pigeons to press or peck a lever to obtain pellets of feed in an
apparatus which is now known as the ‘Skinner Box’. For the present purpose,
Skinner’s work will be taken as representing the behaviourist paradigm. This is
because, first, he embodies the most extreme or radical form of behaviourism and,
second, his views have had a direct impact on educational theory and teaching
practice.

Skinner argues that organisms simply emit responses which are gradually shaped
by their consequences. When a response (bit of behaviour) has a rewarding
(reinforcing) consequence, it is more likely to occur again; when it has a non-
rewarding consequence, it is less likely to occur again. In this way we acquire a
repertoire of behaviour which is literally ‘shaped’ by the environment. This process
is best exemplified by considering Skinner’s early experiments with animals.

A typical experiment is to place a hungry pigeon in an isolated and sound-
proof box containing a rather prominent button which, if pecked, will result in 
a food pellet being dispensed into a tray. The pigeon is allowed to wander about
unhindered, pecking here and there as pigeons do. In these circumstances the
pigeon will eventually peck at the button and receive a food pellet. With each
successful pack at the button, the pigeon will be more likely to abandon its random
pecking behaviour and stand before the food tray, alternately pecking at the button
and eating the grain. Skinner, in effect, makes a reinforcing consequence (the
food pellet) contingent upon a certain behaviour (pecking the button) and
observes the result. In this experimental setting he has complete control over the
consequences of the pigeon’s behaviour – in his terminology, he is able to vary
the contingencies of reinforcement and observe the resulting behaviour. By doing
just this, Skinner is able to plot the relationships between behaviour and rein-
forcement, and to develop a vocabulary expressing these relationships. Some
examples are:

1 If the apparatus is readjusted so that no food pellet is delivered after the button
is pecked, the pigeon will cease pecking at the button (i.e. extinction will
occur).

2 If the button is illuminated each time a pellet of food is delivered, then the
pigeon will still peck at the button when it illuminates only and ceases to
deliver a pellet of food. In this instance the illumination itself becomes
reinforcing and is called a secondary reinforcer to distinguish it from the primary
reinforcer (food pellet) which was responsible for the original learning.

3 If we manually control the food dispenser, we can deliver a pellet of feed
every time the pigeon approaches the button. By making the reinforcement
contingent on successively closer approaches to the button we can ‘channel’
or ‘shape’ the pigeon’s behaviour towards the desired response of pecking the
button. This is called shaping.

4 The pattern of reinforcement can be varied and its effects on learning and
extinction observed. The pattern of reinforcement can vary along a con-
tinuum from 100 per cent (every peck of the button is reinforced) to 
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zero (no pecks of the button are reinforced). For example, the mechanism
may be set to reinforce every tenth peck, or some time interval may be
required (say, a minute) before a peck will activate the food dispenser. In
addition, the number of pecks required to activate the food dispenser may be
varied from trial to trial or even randomized so that no regular pattern is
discernible. The time interval can be similarly varied. These are all instances
of partial reinforcement. If partial reinforcement is used, learning occurs more
slowly but it persists for longer after reinforcement is discontinued. In the
extreme case, where reinforcement occurs randomly, the response continues
indefinitely, at least until the experimenter rescues the pigeon from its plight
by removing it from the box altogether.

In scenarios like the above, Skinner is intent on uncovering the empirical
relationship between reinforcement and behaviour; as such his approach is
atheoretical, and for him the study of learning ends where one has identified the
various types of conditioning and the principles by which they operate.

The criticism Skinner attracts is mainly due to his application of the technical
vocabulary of the laboratory to the broad sweep of human behaviour. He claims
that we should dispense with vague ‘mentalistic’ terms such as wants, needs,
wishes, ideas, will, purpose and intention and reinterpret them in the language 
of reinforcement and its contingencies. In the most readable account of the
significance of his work, Beyond Freedom and Dignity (1973), Skinner supplies us
with a sample of what he has in mind. Here, he is describing a person who is
experiencing a host of difficulties:

he lacks assurance or feels insecure or is unsure of himself (his behaviour is
weak and inappropriate); he is seldom reinforced and as a result his behaviour
undergoes extinction); he is frustrated (extinction is accompanied by emo-
tional responses); he feels uneasy or anxious (his behaviour frequently has
unavoidable aversive consequences which have emotional effects); there is
nothing he wants to do or enjoys doing well, he has no feeling of craftsman-
ship, no sense of leading a purposeful life, no sense of accomplishment (is
rarely reinforced for doing anything); he feels guilty or ashamed (he has
previously been punished for idleness or failure, which now evokes emotional
responses): he is disappointed in himself or disgusted with himself (he is no
longer reinforced by the admiration of others, and the extinction which
follows has emotional effects). 

(Skinner, 1973: 144)

In a later section of the same publication he asserts that the notion of a ‘self’ as
the originator of action is misguided and that ‘identity’ is reducible to a:

repertoire of behaviour appropriate to a given set of contingencies. The
picture which emerges from a scientific analysis is not of a body with a person
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inside, but of a body which is a person in the sense that it displays a complex
repertoire of behaviour. 

(Skinner, 1973: 194–5)

Thus, for Skinner, the scope of his work is unlimited and there is nothing in 
the human condition which can escape his analysis. If he were less articulate 
or influential he may well have been ignored, as it is, his views have provoked
vehement criticism. The two most important lines of criticism focus on the
shortcomings of his experimental paradigm and the limited explanatory power of
his technical vocabulary.

Deficits in the experimental paradigm

Braginsky and Braginsky outline two related objections to the type of laboratory
experiment utilized by Skinner:

In this environment, behaviour is not examined from the point of view of the
organism who is behaving (i.e. how it feels about what it is doing, or how it
interprets its own behaviour) or from the social context in which the organism
is interacting (i.e. the social forces that are present in the interaction between
the researcher and his subject).

(Braginsky and Braginsky, 1974: 46–7)

For practical reasons alone these considerations must be dismissed when experi-
menting with animals. However, the heart of the matter is that Skinner feels
justified in making generalizations about human beings on the basis of results
obtained in the experimental laboratory. The objection to this is not that humans
are different from animals, but that the artificial and tightly controlled laboratory
environment is different from everyday life. An important aspect of everyday life
is that interactions occur between people, and to make sense of these we need to
know something about the social context in which they occur and the perceptions
of the parties concerned.

Even Skinner, unwittingly, makes assumptions about the context of his
laboratory experiments. On the face of it there is nothing in the Skinnerian logic
which would prevent us from reinterpreting his observations in a perverse way (as
cartoonists have done) and construe the experimenter’s behaviour as being
‘conditioned’ by the pigeon pecking the disc. 

We do not do this, however, because we perceive the experimenter to be the
agent who dispenses reinforcement and controls the proceedings. Skinner’s
animals are always placed in a position where the consequences of their actions
appear to be the result of the ‘way things are’ and not caused by another organism,
such as the experimenter. When an animal or human perceives an agent or person
to be the cause of their pain or pleasure, however, then their behaviour changes
quire dramatically, as Martin observes:
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If you arrange a mechanical dispenser of dog biscuits which your puppy 
then learns to operate, it is justifiable to claim that he is instrumentally
conditioned. If, however, you invariably dispense his biscuits by hand so that
you appear in the event as an agent, he will come to fawn on you in a way
quite different from the way he treats the food dispenser. There is, then, a
distinction to be made between conditioning in its technical sense and reward
and punishment, because in the latter case the responsibility as a person or
agent for the pain or pleasure enters the perception of the organism being
manipulated. 

(Martin, 1980: 113)

Skinner is careful to avoid such loose terms as ‘reward’ and ‘punishment’ because
they imply all manner of mentalistic notions having to do with agents and the
perception of agency. But Martin argues, quite correctly, that the term reinforce-
ment should be restricted in its use to describing those instances where there is
no perceived agent dispensing pellets of food or whatever. It may be appropriate
for the Skinner Box, but it has little generalizability beyond that context.

Explanatory power

There are three general considerations which lead us to question the explanatory
power of a Skinnerian approach. First, there are a range of phenomena which
appear to resist a conditioning explanation. For example, there are those instances
where skills are used in a highly flexible way, as in the use of language; there 
are those cases where people do things which lead only to intangible rewards; 
and there are all those cases where people appear to learn passively, by observing
others’ actions rather than responding to the consequences of their own actions.
Dissatisfaction with Skinner’s explanation for each of these, but particularly the
last mentioned, resulted in a considerable reworking of his approach among
learning theorists. For example, Bandura (1969) found it necessary to acknowledge
the importance of internal cognitive variables to explain observational learn-
ing. Observational learning is learning which occurs through observing the
consequences of others’ behaviour. Typically, the observers gain an inkling of the
pattern of rewards and punishments which will come their way should they imitate
another’s behaviour. This brings us to the second general consideration concerning
the explanatory power of behaviourism – whether alternative explanations can
be offered for the various ‘conditioning’ experiments.

Martin, for one, has constructed an alternative explanation for the different
degrees of resistance to extinction associated with different patterns of reinforce-
ment. He regards the organism as a pattern perceiver:

The most easily discerned pattern of events is that in which reinforcement
follows every peck at the button (100 per cent reinforcement). The peck and
the delivery of grain appear as two events which are invariably linked in time.
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If we then shut off reinforcement completely each subsequent peck at the
button can be regarded as an experiment (on the bird’s part) which has
negative results. Under these conditions, extinction is rapid, and we should
suggest that this is because each peck produces a lot of information about the
new state of the environment. In extinction trials which follow learning
under, say, 25 per cent reinforced trials, four pecks could be necessary to
acquire the same amount of information. 

(Martin, 1980: 114)

This reasoning can be applied to explain the effects on extinction of all the
possible combinations of partial reinforcement. It is an explanation which is
unacceptable to Skinner because it presupposes that the organism guides its own
behaviour according to the patterns it discovers in the world. Yet it is a plausible
presupposition, especially given some of the aspects of human behaviour cited
earlier, such as the capacity of humans to learn through observing others – which
may lead them to refrain from unacceptable behaviour without experiencing
punishment or strive to gain a reward never previously experienced. One could
multiply examples like these, but the general point is already made that the
behaviour of animals in a ‘Skinner Box’ can be explained without recourse to the
term ‘conditioning’ and that this is also true of human behaviour in a natural
setting.

A third consideration in evaluating the explanatory power of behaviourism is
the status of its technical vocabulary. It was noted earlier that Skinner advocates
translating the vocabulary of everyday life into the vocabulary of behaviourism.
The discourse of behaviourism appears to be sterile and mechanistic, but it would
be tolerable if it aided our understanding. But does it? A useful approach in
answering this question is to consider more closely a basic concept, reinforcement,
and how it is used in the principle referred to as the ‘law of conditioning’, which
in a paraphrased form reads: ‘if the occurrence of a bit of behaviour is followed by
the presence of a reinforcing stimulus, the strength of that behaviour is increased’
(Skinner, 1938: 21).

Elsewhere in the same publication, however, Skinner defines a reinforcing
stimulus by its power to produce this change in response strength. This definition
makes the so-called ‘law’ a tautology. Chomsky makes this assessment:

The phrase ‘X is reinforced by Y (stimulus, state of affairs, event, etc.)’ is being
used as a cover term for ‘X wants Y’, ‘X likes Y’, ‘X wishes that Y were the
case’, etc. Invoking the term ‘reinforcement’ has no explanatory force, and
any idea that this paraphrase introduces any new clarity or objectivity into
the description of wishing, liking, etc. is a serious delusion. 

(Chomsky, 1959: 38)

Other terms in the behaviourist vernacular such as ‘stimulus’, ‘response’ and
‘conditioning’ have been subjected to the same type of criticism, but, in spite of
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this, ‘conditioning’ is still frequently invoked to explain human behaviour, and it
is particularly favoured among educationalists and others with an interest in
behavioural control. For example, behaviourism continues to be associated with
innovations in the technology of teaching, such as programmed learning and
modern versions of the ‘teaching machine’, both of which operate in a fashion
which is analogous to the mechanical food dispenser in a Skinnerian experiment.
In adult education its influence is most apparent in the literature on behavioural
objectives, which is the subject of the remainder of this chapter.

Behavioural objectives

There is something very compelling in the proposition that, at the commencement
of learning, both the teacher and learner should be clear about the intent. A clear
intent implies a goal or objective which can be used for developing learning
activities and measuring progress and achievement. Moreover, keeping the learner
informed (or, better still, involved in setting objectives) is surely an open, honest
and democratic thing to do. By contrast, an authoritarian approach obscures the
intent of learning. Teachers are free to shift the ground-rules according to their
every whim and learners are rendered impotent as they become enmeshed in an
elaborate guessing game about ‘what the teacher really wants us to learn’. Given
the above, it seems odd that some commentators have rejected learning objectives
as being incompatible with the best traditions of adult education (Huberman,
1974; MacDonald-Ross, 1975; Robinson and Taylor, 1983). When this rejection
is apparent, it is normally voiced about a particular type of learning objective, the
‘behavioural objective’.

The vocabulary of behavioural objectives sits very comfortably with the
behaviourist tradition, and it serves a similar function. This is illustrated by the
following passage from Gronlund:

Let’s try another pair of statements to be sure you can tell the difference
between performance and nonperformance terms. Which one of the following
clearly indicates student performance?

1 Predicts the outcome of an experiment.
2 Sees the value of an experiment.

This time you should have had little difficulty in selecting the first statement
as the correct answer. The term ‘sees’ is a common one in education (e.g. ‘I
see the point’), and its familiarity might have misled you. But, note that ‘sees’
refers to an internal state. What will the students do when they see the value
of an experiment? Will they describe its usefulness, point out its theoretical
implications, or estimate the social consequences of the results? We simply
can’t tell because the term ‘sees’ is vague, indefinite, and describes a reaction
that is not directly observable. 

(Gronlund, 1995: 20)
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Like the behaviourist there is an emphasis on removing from the vocabulary 
terms which refer to internal states. The reason is that such terms are not directly
observable and therefore it is impossible to tell whether learning objectives 
are being achieved. The argument is that learning outcomes can best be described
in terms of changes in the learner’s behaviour. What is needed then, is a set of
guidelines for teachers and learners to help them state their learning intent
unambiguously. The way to do this is to formulate objectives using verbs that 
refer to observable behaviour only. We cannot observe someone ‘recognizing’ or
‘knowing’ something, but we can observe them ‘identifying’ or ‘describing’ some-
thing – so the latter terms are preferred. It is permissible to use such vague terms
as ‘applies’, ‘comprehends’, ‘knows’ and ‘understands’, but only if they are further
defined by a list of the types of behaviour students are to demonstrate when the
objectives have been achieved. Thus:

There are several things to remember about specific learning outcomes . . . First
is that, like the general objective, each statement begins with a verb. Here,
however, the verbs are specific and indicate definite observable responses; that
is, responses that can be seen and evaluated by an outside observer. These
verbs are listed here to show what is meant by stating the specific learning
outcomes in terms of observable pupil performance.

• Describes
• Identifies
• States
• Distinguishes
• Explains

Terms such as these clarify what the pupils will do to demonstrate their
understanding. Such vague terms such as realizes, sees, and believes are less useful
in defining objectives because they describe internal states that can be
expressed by many different types of overt behaviour. 

(Gronlund and Linn, 1990: 37)

Another point of contact with behaviourism is that behavioural objectives 
are seen to be appropriate for every conceivable type of learning. An instance of
this is when Gronlund supplies us with an exhaustive list of illustrative verbs for
stating specific learning outcomes for ‘creative behaviours’, ‘drama behaviours’,
‘music behaviours’, ‘complex, logical, judgmental behaviours’, ‘social behaviours’
and many others. Another instance can be found in Bloom’s (1956) well-known
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, which, in its successive revisions over the
years, represents an attempt to categorize all possible learning outcomes in a matrix
of ‘domains’ and ‘levels’ of knowledge. It is this rather ambitious claim for the role
of behavioural objectives (a claim which is echoed in training programmes for
adult educators) which prompts critical comment.
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A reservation commonly expressed about behavioural objectives is that they
fragment learning into narrowly conceived categories of behaviour which lose
‘sight of the forest of skilled competence for the trees of perfected performances’
(Bruner, 1971: 113). The distinction between competence and performance is
important here. Even staunch advocates of behavioural objectives insist that the
learning outcomes being measured should reflect the underlying competence 
of the learner (in this respect they differ from their behaviourist counterparts). 
Do behavioural objectives, however, offer us the best method for measuring com-
petence? There are several reasons for believing that they do not.

The first reason is that all the behavioural indicators of competence can rarely
be determined in advance. People express their competence, in whatever field, in
a variety of imaginative and unpredictable ways. Conversely they can be blocked
from demonstrating their competence for apparently trivial reasons. For example,
if we wish to measure the logical reasoning competence of a learner, we may specify
a behavioural objective such as: ‘To identify the validity or invalidity of a set of
“conclusions” derived from a corresponding set of premises (without error and
under test conditions)’. And we may require the learner to identify the validity of
the following argument:

If God exists, then he is everywhere.
God is not everywhere.
Therefore God does not exist.

Religious people have difficulty correctly identifying the validity of the above
conclusion – not because they are incompetent at reasoning logically, but because
they have a strong belief in the falsity of the conclusion. They generally perform
better on syllogisms without a religious content (Feather, 1964). There are two
points which can be drawn from this example. First, we cannot generalize from
‘behaviour’ to ‘competence’ without taking into account the context in which 
the behaviour occurs, and it is impossible to control or predict every aspect of the
context (e.g. learner’s motivation, past experience, variables associated with the
testing situation). Second, because the context is largely unpredictable, we should
not limit ourselves to pre-planned conceptions of what is, and what is not, a fair
behavioural indicator of competence.

The second reason is that the emphasis on terminal learning outcomes under-
values the importance of the learning process. The preoccupation with the end
point of instruction is mitigated somewhat by what are called ‘enabling’ objectives,
which refer to assessable marker points along the learning path. The difficulty with
this is that people learn at different rates and have different styles of learning, so
any pre-determined, uniform monitoring of progress is likely to favour some and
hinder others. It is not simply that these tests are unfair, but that, because of their
focus on observable behaviour, they do an injustice to the complexity of learning.
For example, in mastering a complex skill, such as playing the piano, learning can
proceed along a multitude of dimensions – posture, finger position, notation, use

Behaviourism 101



of the pedal, scale drill, chord progressions, and so on. However, not all these
dimensions can be separated for instructional purposes – even if this were the case
it would be wrong to measure progress along each separate dimension as an
indicator of progress towards the ultimate objective. This is because what is most
important in learning complex skills is how the various dimensions ‘come together’
to form an integrated whole. It is precisely this type of outcome which resists
behavioural analysis. It becomes necessary to employ so-called ‘imprecise’ and
‘vague’ terms to assist learning and measure progress.

The third reason is that not all learning outcomes are specifiable in behavioural
terms. Bruner (1966), in his classic essay on The Process of Education, outlines two
ways in which learning can serve us in the future.

One is through its specific applicability to tasks that are highly similar to those
we originally learned to perform. Psychologists refer to this phenomenon 
as specific transfer of training; perhaps it should be called the extension of
habits or associations. Its utility appears to be limited in the main to what we
usually speak of as skills. Having learned how to hammer nails, we are better
able later to learn how to hammer tacks or chip wood. Learning in school
undoubtedly creates skills of a kind that transfer to activities encountered
later, either in school or after. A second way in which earlier learning renders
later performance more efficient is through what is conveniently called non-
specific transfer, or, more accurately, the transfer of principles and attitudes.
In essence, it consists of learning initially not a skill but a general idea, which
can then be used as a basis for recognizing subsequent problems as special cases
of the idea originally mastered. 

(Bruner, 1966: 17)

Behavioural objectives, because they relate only to the specific observable
outcomes of learning, cannot address adequately the acquisition of the basic and
general ideas referred to above.

This is because these ideas can only have meaning in terms of a general and
abstract level of discourse. For example, a valued learning outcome among
industrial trainers is ‘safety consciousness’. What is meant by this? Can we reduce
it to a specific set of performance indicators, such as ‘describes the procedure to
be followed in an emergency’ or ‘lists the safety rules of the workshop’? I doubt it
– no matter how exhaustive and valuable our list of performance indicators, they
can never collectively capture the spirit of ‘safety consciousness’. We must make
recourse to terms like ‘values’, ‘appreciates’, ‘feels’, or ‘understands’ in order to give
expression to what we mean by ‘safety consciousness’. True, we can only assess it
by observing people’s behaviour, but we cannot specify what this behaviour will
be – beyond describing, in abstract terms, the principles to which the behaviour
must conform.

Another line of argument is that objectives, almost by definition, cannot be
derived for subjective outcomes like ‘development of self-concept’ (Robinson and
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Taylor, 1983). What are the performance indicators of an improved self-concept?
Our judgements about such things are derived from a complex array of obser-
vations, their connections and the inferences we make from them. We could
attempt to operationalize the concept, but this would require us to select a few key
performance indicators from an infinite variety of possible observations. Such an
exercise would be artificial and futile, and it would do an injustice to the
complexity of what we mean by ‘self-concept’.

The fourth reason is that learning may be occurring which is not being
measured. In many respects behavioural objectives constrain our assessment of 
the benefits of any learning effort. The implication is that if we fail to achieve 
our objectives, the learning effort is wasted, or, alternatively, that the objectives
we achieve are the most important outcomes of the learning effort. Neither of
these statements acknowledge the importance of unplanned or incidental learning.
No teacher, or learner for that matter, has complete control over what is being
learnt. Valuable learning can, and often does, occur which is outside the original
intent. This type of learning should be acknowledged when evaluating any
learning experience – but it is typically overlooked when behavioural objectives
are used as a benchmark for success.

Robinson and Taylor (1983) draw attention to the way in which behavioural
objectives imply a rational planning model of learning. This model is well
exemplified by Gagne et al. (1992) who describe the steps in designing any learning
system (see Table 7.1).

According to the above, learning can, and should, proceed in a logical and
orderly manner. Robinson and Taylor (1983) argue that this type of approach is
incompatible with the ethos of adult education for a number of reasons:

1 No account is taken of the unpredictability of student-centred learning, which
is characterized by a constant re-definition of goals while exploring learning
possibilities.

2 When learners are required to derive their own objectives there is an
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Table 7.1 Designing instructional systems

1 State instructional goals and conduct needs analysis

2 Instructional analysis – determine the skills involved in reaching a goal

3 Identify learner behaviours and learner characteristics

4 Translate needs and goals into performance objectives

5 Develop criteria referenced test items

6 Plan the instructional strategy

7 Design or locate instructional materials

8 Conduct formative and summative evaluations

Source: adapted from Gagne et al. (1992: 20–31)



assumption that they know precisely what and how they want to learn, and
that they can articulate their intent.

3 When objectives are specified for the learner they serve as an instrument of
institutional control and they support dependency among learners.

4 Objectives function as an authoritarian support for the teacher in the sense
that they are part of a controlled learning process where failure can only be
the result of the learner’s failings.

5 A behavioural objective is an educational tool which helps legitimize the
professional nature of adult education. It is closely associated with the culture
of accountability, payment by results, cost effectiveness and the ‘guaranteed
product’ of student performance.

The above points certainly establish that behavioural objectives, as a component
of the rational model of learning, have a case to answer. The rational model does
indeed appear to be opposed to a ‘participatory’, ‘democratic’ and ‘liberatory’ adult
education. But it should be said that Robinson and Taylor’s comments are directed
at a consistently rigorous application of the behavioural objectives approach. The
same can be said of the preceding comments in this section. Robinson and Taylor
deny the possibility that practitioners can use objectives as guides only – and 
that they can be modified, challenged, reworked or even abandoned in the pursuit
of learning. ‘You cannot have a “more or less” model; its credibility depends on
an internal consistency, on an internal logic. Put simply, the programme is an
objective model or it isn’t’ (Robinson and Taylor, 1983: 358). Ironically, this is
the type of rigid demand they profess to criticize in the rational model of learning.
By allowing no scope for a flexible and tentative application of objectives, the
critics seal their case. This is a legitimate thing to do, but there is always the danger
of assuming that what is ‘logically’ necessary, is necessary in practice. In practice,
behavioural objectives applied in a certain way may be entirely consistent with
what we judge to be good adult education practice. The foregoing arguments
simply indicate the improbability of this occurring, especially when practice rigidly
follows the guidelines in the literature currently available. 

Similar arguments have been advanced in relation to the nature of competency-
based education but it continues to have currency as Jarvis and Parker (2004)
observe:

Over the years, the concept of competency has grown in significance in
education, despite some quite vociferous criticism from many liberal adult
educators . . . At the same time, the idea that competency is quantitative and
measurable is much more problematic. It reflects the behaviourist roots of a
great deal of education and learning theory. It also reflects the continuing
need of policy makers to have statistics, as if these are the only valid form of
evidence. However, measuring work-based competencies has become one of
the growth industries of education.

(Jarvis and Parker, 2004: 123)
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Testimony to this is the large-scale OECD programme (2002), Definition and
Selection of Competencies (DeSeCo) in which there is a call for all member countries
to support the development of key competencies. Competencies are seen as related
to improvements to productivity, competitiveness in a global marketplace,
innovation, and the production of a more adaptive and qualified workforce. They
are also seen as a key to social cohesion and justice, democratic participation, and
the strengthening of individual rights and autonomy (see also Rychen and
Salganik, 2003). 

Notwithstanding the above extravagant claims, there is a history of eminent
educationalists (e.g. Collins, 1991; Eraut, 1993; Newman, 1994) criticizing the
competency movement as being too technicist, mechanistic, reductionist, and
atheoretical. Lawy and Bloomer (2003), for example, bemoan what they term
‘technical-rational’ curricular reform in the UK, the core feature of which is a
national vocational qualifications framework based upon accredited competency
standards which are broken down to assessable units of competence:

Firstly, much is founded upon assumptions that learning should be based upon
universal, or objective, rather than personal knowledge, and is to be consumed
as opposed to produced. Reductions in the incidence of assessed course work
and personal project work and increases in that of standardized unit tests 
and terminal examinations are an indication of this. Secondly, there is the
all too prevalent assumption that, for learning schemes to be communicated
efficiently, for learning to be orchestrated efficiently, and for learning
‘outcomes’ to be assessed and evaluated reliably, knowledge has to be broken
down into ‘manageable’ proportions. 

(Lawy and Bloomer, 2003: 27)

These arguments have force if a certain view of competence is adopted – that it
consists of the capacity to undertake certain well-defined tasks associated with a
particular occupation. However, others have argued (Gonczi et al., 1993; Hager
and Beckett, 1995; Gonczi, 2004), that competence need not be defined in such
a narrow way. It is possible to view competence in a more integrated and holistic
way whereby it comprises the application in particular contexts of individuals’
underlying attributes (knowledge, skills, attitudes and values). As such, compe-
tence is conceived of as relational – it brings together individual attributes and
the contexts in which these attributes are realized. A person is deemed competent
if they can bring together complex combinations of their knowledge, values,
attitudes and skills in a way appropriate to the contexts in which they are required
to act. A competency-based curriculum then, in contrast to a behaviourist curricu-
lum, does not specify a range of competencies or tasks to be mastered. Instead, 
a set of competency standards are developed which form the backdrop to the
curriculum. It can also be argued that the notion of competence brings together
theory and practice, and that it acknowledges the important role of workplace
learning and learning from experience more broadly. Thus it allows scope for the
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recognition of prior learning and the articulation of learning gained from work
and non-formal education into the formal sector. I am mentioning this, not to
support the competency-based movement, but to highlight the danger of rejecting,
without serious engagement with the arguments, either behavioural objectives or
competency-based education as necessarily antithetical to the broader values of
adult education. 
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Chapter 8

Group dynamics and the group
facilitator

Group dynamics, as a field of enquiry within social psychology, is said to occupy
the ‘middle ground’ between the person and society. This is because it is the small
group which becomes the unit of analysis, the crucible, so to speak, which reveals
the secrets of how the person forms, and is formed by, the social environment. 
A basic premise in group dynamics is that a group is more than a mere collection
of individuals, that is, groups have their own dynamic quite independent of the
individuals comprising them. Many theoretical perspectives and research tech-
niques have been applied to the study of groups. It comes as no surprise to find
that the various approaches to understanding group phenomena and the expla-
nations advanced are as diverse within the field of group dynamics as they are in
psychology generally. However, I wish to avoid a lengthy exposition of these
different perspectives which would, in any case, require a repetition of much of
what has already been said. For this reason the approach adopted in this chapter
will be to explore the significance of groups for adult educators, and the way in
which group dynamic concepts have (or could) be used as a foundation for
practice.

The individual and the group in adult education

In contemporary adult education there is a tension between the ethic of
individualism and the spirit of collectivism. Individualism is most apparent in the
humanities approach. This was touched upon earlier but is worth expanding here.
The core ideas of the ethic of individualism are described by Lukes. First, there 
‘is the ultimate moral principle of the supreme and intrinsic value, or dignity of
the individual human being’ (Lukes, 1973: 45). This constitutes a moral axiom
which places the individual at the centre of a value system which relegates the
‘group’ to second place. Second, there is ‘the notion of autonomy, or self-direction,
according to which an individual’s thought and action is his own, and not deter-
mined by agencies or causes outside his control’ (Lukes 1973: 51). And finally,
there is the notion of self-development which is steeped in the romantic tradition
and which:



specified an ideal for the lives of individuals – an ideal whose content varies
with different ideas of the self on a continuum from pure egoism to strong
communitarianism. It is either anti-social, with the individual set apart from
and hostile to society, or extra-social, when the individual pursues his own
path, free of social pressures, or highly social, where the individual’s self-
development is achieved through community with others.

(Lukes, 1973: 71)

These three features of individualism: the dignity of the person, autonomy and
self-direction, and self-development, underlie the value system implicit in
humanistic adult education. Ironically, this value system is widespread among 
adult educators who nevertheless profess an understanding of groups and a com-
mitment to group work. Symptomatic of this ‘individualist’ approach to groups 
is a conception of group work as a means to an end. The claim is that group
learning is better than, say, the lecture format, because it encourages the pooling
of resources, builds a sense of group believing, allows participants to express their
views, helps them to clarify their thinking, and so on. The adult educator’s task
is to develop an armoury of group teaching techniques, a sensitivity to the pitfalls
of group work, and an ability to intervene appropriately in the group process. 
The ultimate aim is to establish a smoothly functioning, cohesive group in which
individuals can work together and learn productively. The group dynamics liter-
ature offers an abundance of supportive material on conformity, group cohesion,
leadership, communication structures, the emergence of norms, group devel-
opment, group decision making, and individual versus group performance – all of
which can be used in the service of understanding how the individual is influenced
by the group or how a particular individual (the facilitator) can influence the life
of the group.

The collectivist spirit is best exemplified in the writings of ‘radical’ adult
educators such as Freire (1972), Lovett (1988), Lovett et al. (1983), Gelpi (1979),
Griffin (1987), and Allman (2001). They are interested in how adult educa-
tion can contribute to radical social change and how it can foster collective, as
opposed to individual advancement. Historical precedents often cited as models
of collective adult education are the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, the
Antigonish movement in Nova Scotia, the Labour Colleges in the USA, the
Scandinavian Study Circles and the Danish cooperatives. The collectivist’s 
spirit is overtly political in the sense that it advocates the empowerment of certain
groups in society, such as the working class, peasants, women; and racial, indige-
nous or religious minorities. It is also opposed to adult education initiatives which
are solely used as vehicles for personal advancement, which, in the final analysis,
will only produce ‘clever rogues’. This commitment to the group originates from
a political ideology which emphasizes the importance of democratic leadership,
participation in decision making, cooperative activities and self management. The
foundations for practice here are political and social theory, rather than social
psychology or group dynamics. The idea of group self-determination is a political
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and moral imperative and the purpose of group work is not so much to promote
group cohesion or arrive at some kind of consensus, as to provide a forum for
democratic discussion and decision making.

These two approaches to the group, the ‘individualistic’ and the ‘collective’ are
best conceived as opposite ends of a continuum along which real life adult
educators may be positioned. The literature on group dynamics is, on balance,
more easily identified with the ‘individualistic’ pole of this continuum. It
corresponds to what Olmsted and Hare refer to as the ‘internal’ approach to groups:

The second approach to the study of groups may be referred to as the ‘internal’
focus on groups as societies. This is a newer, experimentally minded tradition
and derives from psychology more than from sociology. Groups are conceived
of as worth studying because they are relevant environments for individual
behaviour – they are the sub societies in which social interaction and the
individual’s part in it can be observed and tested. 

(Olmsted and Hare, 1978: 9)

This ‘internal’ approach to the group (as opposed to the ‘external’ approach, which
is concerned with how groups function in larger social entities) has yielded a mass
of research data and a diverse range of theoretical explanations. There now exist
a number of standard ‘classic’ texts which provide a relatively coherent picture 
of the field (e.g. Cartwright and Zander, 1968; Hare, 1976; Shaw, 1981; Forsyth,
1999) and there are some texts specifically relating group dynamics to adult
learning (e.g. McLeish et al., 1973; Cooper (ed.), 1975; Jaques, 1992; Exley, 2004).
A recent review of the last fifty years of research in this area identifies nine general
theoretical perspectives from which small groups have been examined (Poole 
et al., 2004). Each of these perspectives brings with it different assumptions about
groups and has a different focus. For example, the psychoanalytic perspective
assumes that deep psychological dynamics underlie the surface behaviours of
groups, and so the focus is on the affective and emotional aspects of groups; the
functional perspective starts from the assumption that groups are goal oriented
and so the focus is on group behaviours that promote effective performance; 
the temporal perspective assumes that groups change and develop over time, 
and so the focus is on stages of development and factors promoting change; and
so on. 

The interest of adult educators in group dynamics stems from a belief that it is
through group learning that many of the precepts in adult education can be
realized. Groups are said to promote self understanding through shared support
and mutual feedback. They generate the experiential base for learning, they
encourage interaction, self determination and trust. It is the group that challenges
the traditional relationship between the teacher and the taught and insists on
equal input into planning. Ultimately, it is only through the group that ‘learning
how to learn’ can be achieved. Given these beliefs, the primacy given to group
dynamics in the training of adult educators is understandable, even though only
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a brief acquaintance with the literature will reveal that each of these beliefs can
be challenged.

Adult learning texts, when they refer to group dynamics, tend to select material
which will assist the adult educator to:

1 observe groups (e.g. Bales’ Interaction Process Analysis, Moreno’s Sociometry
technique);

2 interpret their observations (e.g. as a phase of group development, an instance
of group influence, or an indication of role differentiation);

3 Intervene in the group process (e.g. Heron’s Six Category Intervention
Analysis, the myriad of group teaching techniques, the Nominal Group
Technique).

The remainder of this chapter will focus on the last of the above purposes and
consider some common group facilitation techniques and the more general
questions they raise.

Group influence and experiential techniques

There is a tradition of research in group dynamics which documents the powerful
influence of the group on individual actions, perceptions, judgements and beliefs.
There are some landmark studies in this literature and it is worth reviewing a
sample of them briefly prior to discussing the nature of the experiential group.

The classic experiment in this tradition was conducted by Sherif (1935).
Subjects are seated in a darkened room and required to track the apparent move-
ment of a spot of light. The light is in fact stationary and its apparent movement
is an optical illusion known as the autokinetic effect (a small stationary spot of
lighting a dark room normally appears to move between 50 mm–150 mm). When
alone, individuals gradually establish a range (say 75 mm–125 mm) and a norm
(say, 100 mm) for their judgements. When people who have established such
ranges and norms are brought together in groups, their ranges and norms converge
into a group norm. It is the group norm which persists when subjects are asked to
once again judge individually. The significance of this experiment is that it is the
group norm which had a more binding force than individual norms.

A later, but equally celebrated set of studies are reported by Asch (1956). 
In his experiments subjects are asked to judge which of three vertical lines (of 
15.5 cms, 20 cms and 17 cms) is equivalent in length to a standard vertical line
of 20cms. Subjects can perform this task with 100 per cent accuracy when judging
alone. However, when the judgement occurs in a group where the other members
unanimously give an incorrect judgement (because they are confederates of 
the experimenter), approximately one third of the subjects go against their own
senses and conform to the majority judgement for at least half the trials. This level
of conformity is strikingly reduced when the subject has an ‘ally’ who disagrees
with the majority judgement and insists on judging correctly. No satisfactory
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explanation for the level of yielding has been advanced to date. At the time Asch
suggested that three types of yielding were apparent:

1 Those whose perceptions were actually distorted and therefore perceived the
majority estimates as correct.

2 Those who accepted the correctness of the group judgement but realized that
they perceived something different.

3 Those who believed their judgement to be correct but went along with the
majority decision to avoid appearing different.

These distinctions correspond to attempts made elsewhere to classify processes 
of group influence such as internalization, where the individual takes on the values
of the group; identification, where the individual desires to be like the group; and
compliance, where the individual ‘obeys’ the group norms to avoid rejection
(Douglas, 1989). Despite the limitations of these earlier studies (e.g. that the
groups being studied were really not ‘groups’ in the proper sense) they nevertheless
remain powerful demonstrations of group influence.

Deception is a key research technique for many of the studies on group
influence. One pioneer researcher who employed deception to an extreme (and
some say ‘unethical’) degree was Milgram (1965). He was interested in the
conditions under which people would or would not carry out another’s command.
The essential elements of the study are described by Milgram:

The focus of the study concerns the amount of electric shock a subject is
willing to administer to another person when ordered by an experimenter to
give the ‘victim’ increasingly more severe punishment. The act of
administering shock is set in the context of a learning experiment, ostensibly
designed to study the effect of punishment on memory. Aside from the
experimenter, one naive subject and one accomplice perform in each session.
On arrival each subject is paid $4.50. After a general talk by the experimenter,
telling how little scientists know about the effect of punishment on memory,
subjects are informed that one member of the pair will serve as teacher and
one as a learner. A rigged drawing is held so that the naive subject is always
the teacher, and the accomplice becomes the learner. The learner is taken to
an adjacent room and strapped into an ‘electric chair’.

The naive subject is told that it is his task to teach the learner a list of paired
associates, to test him on the list, and to administer punishment whenever
the learner errs in the test. Punishment takes the form of electric shock,
delivered to the learner by means of a shock generator controlled by the naive
subject. The teacher is instructed to increase the intensity of electric shock
one step on the generator on each error. The learner, according to plan,
provides many wrong answers, so that before long the naive subject must given
him the strongest shock on the generator. Increases in shock level are met 
by increasingly insistent demands from the learner that the experiment be
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stopped because of the growing discomfort to him (the deception is that 
the ‘learner’ in fact receives no shocks at all). The responses of the victim are
standardised on tape, and each protest is co-ordinated to a particular voltage
level on the shock generator. Starting with 75 volts the learner begins to grunt
and moan. At 150 volts he demands to be let out of the experiment. At 
180 volts he cries out that he can no longer stand the pain. At 300 volts he
refuses to provide any more answers to the memory test, insisting that he is
no longer a participant in the experiment and must be freed. In response to
his last tactic, the experimenter instructs the naive subject to treat the absence
of an answer as equivalent to a wrong answer, and to follow the usual shock
procedure The experimenter reinforces his demand with the statement: ‘You
have no other choice, you must go on!’ (This imperative is used whenever
the naive subject tries to break off the experiment.) If the subject refuses to
give the next higher level of shock, the experiment is considered at an end. 

(Milgram, 1965: 59–60)

Using this procedure Milgram reported that over 60 per cent of subjects continue
to administer the shocks obediently (although with considerable discomfort and
some degree of protest) until instructed to stop by the experimenter. The most
striking feature of this experiment (apart from Milgram’s apparent disregard 
for the suffering of the naive subjects) is the high proportion of people willing to
carry out the experimenter’s instructions, even though they believe their actions
are causing considerable pain to another person. Variations on the basic design of
the experiment reveal that obedience decreases as the physical proximity of the
learner (who is receiving the shocks) increases and as the physical proximity of
the experimenter (who is giving the orders to continue) decreases. From the point 
of view of group influence, the most significant variation on the basic design
involves the use of groups. When Milgram arranged for a group of disobedient
cohorts to defy the experimenter’s authority in the presence of the subjects, then
90 per cent of the subjects followed suit and also defied the experimenter (a group
of obedient cohorts increased the subjects’ obedience only slightly).

One last experiment looks at the effect of group decisions about an agreed course
of action on the subsequent actions of its members. During the Second World War
the American government wished to change the eating habits of its population
towards the consumption of poultry and meat offal. Lewin (1958), arguing that
norms emerge at a group level, suggested trying to change eating habits through
group discussion. He then sought to demonstrate the effectiveness of group dis-
cussion by comparing it with the effects obtained through using lectures. One
group of subjects (all subjects were described as Red Cross volunteer housewives)
were treated to a well-prepared lecture on the desirability of diet change and how
to prepare recipes which were attractive. A second group of subjects were allowed
to discuss the relevance of domestic diet to the war effort, they exchanged ideas
and opinions about offal and took a vote on whether they would experiment with
a new diet. Interviews carried out a week later show clearly the effectiveness of
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group decisions: 32 per cent of the group discussion members had actually served
one of the recommended meals, which compares with only 3 per cent of the
subjects who received a lecture on the subject.

From each of the four experiments mentioned above, one can trace a line 
of research activity and debate which is still in progress. Like so many social 
psychological experiments they function very much like parables. They are now
enshrined in the history of social psychology, and are used as a reminder of how
individual choice and independent action are shaped and constrained by groups.

Thus we return to an earlier theme relating to whose interests are served by
working and learning in groups. Group facilitators in adult education often refer
to the desirability of group cohesiveness – which normally means the extent to
which group members are attracted to the group. The positive consequences of
group cohesiveness are well documented for experimental, learning and working
groups and group cohesion is often portrayed as an important step in the growth
of groups towards maturity. Given this, it is understandable that group exer-
cises have emerged which have as their primary goal the enhancement of group
cohesiveness. Given also that cohesiveness is expressed in terms of the affective,
non-instrumental behaviour of the group, it is easy to see why such group exercises
focus on the release of emotional tension, the breakdown of defences against
learning, the enhancement of interaction among group members and so on. The
value of working towards such goals is unquestionable. However, some of the
exercises and techniques recommended in training manuals and practised in
countless training and adult education workshops are of questionable value. The
‘ice breaker’ for example, is a familiar experience for most people involved in adult
education. Like many experiential group techniques in adult education, its origins
can be traced to the human potential movement and the techniques associated
with it, such as ‘T-groups’ and ‘encounter’ groups (for recent reviews see Weigel,
2002; McCleod and Kettner-Polley, 2004). Some of the excesses of this movement
were earlier documented by Malcolm (1975), who notes three key features of the
exercises commonly used:

1 a focus on the immediate ‘here-and-now’ experience of participants;
2 a belief that individual change occurs more readily in groups;
3 a belief in the value of open, honest feedback and self-disclosure.

Malcolm’s objection to these (exclusively) experiential exercises is that the indi-
vidual, far from being enhanced, must surrender to the group will. In the typical
T-group, which is an unstructured, essentially leaderless group which has as its
purpose a fuller understanding of self and others, the rules governing the behaviour
of participants are well known beforehand (despite disclaimers to the contrary).
On Malcolm’s account these rules operate very much against the individual. For
example, the need to focus on the ‘here and now’ typically appears as an aggressive
anti-intellectual attitude in the group, where the display of individual knowledge
and expertise is invariably interpreted as a defence against the spontaneous
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expression of feelings. Those behaviours which are encouraged are those which
are prohibited in the course of normal social interaction, at least in the adult
population. Failure to accept ‘honest’ and ‘open’ feedback (which might mean
some kind of abuse from another group member) is considered deviant, as is the
failure to ‘confess’ one’s true feelings, or worse still – not agreeing to participate
in the activities of the group.

Malcolm makes a compelling case that the extreme elements of the human
potential movement use techniques which are manipulative, demeaning and
because they are effective, quite dangerous. His case can also be applied to some
experiential techniques adopted by adult educators, particularly those used as
short-cuts to establishing group cohesiveness such as the ‘icebreaker’. The typical
icebreaker has all the ingredients of the human potential ‘experiential’ exercise –
it often involves some kind of childish game, it invariably requires group inter-
action on an emotional level, and it demands some kind of self-disclosure. The
following is an activity that is recommended at the beginning of a group working
on communication, multicultural or interpersonal issues, it is called ‘Insight by
Surprise’ (Luft, 2000: 137). It is used to help people see other with fresh eyes, and
to raise awareness of stereotypes. It begins with a group of people unknown to each
other. They stand in a circle. One person is chosen by the facilitator to pick
another person to form a second group, the two then choose another to join them,
and so on until another group of equal size is formed. This group forms an inner
circle and the inner and outer circles now face each other. 

The people in the inner group are asked to move around in a circle, slowly
and silently, so they pass the members of the outer group, looking carefully at
each person as they pass . . . Then people in the inner circle are asked to
choose someone in the outer circle who is different from them in every way
they can think of . . . I then ask them to move toward and stand opposite the
person whom they think is as different from themselves as possible.

(Luft, 2000: 137)

There are some other elaborations but the point is made – it is an exercise which
is deliberately ambiguous and potentially quite confronting. The discussion
question recommended is: ‘Well, so how did it go?’ The progress of this exercise
would very much depend on how it was introduced and the ‘climate setting’ of the
leader prior to introducing it. However, it is a risky exercise, and one can imagine
all manner of disastrous outcomes. One problem, for example, is that the activity
is aimed at providing insight for one group only – the inner circle – the others are
left ‘on the outer’ so to speak, being merely objects of assessment. Why were they
not chosen to be in the inner circle? On what basis were they being described 
as different? How do they feel about their difference being highlighted and used
by others to explore their assumptions?

For the most part icebreakers are harmless games which, at the very worst, 
may be a little insulting to the participant’s intelligence or capacity for social
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intercourse. But one should nevertheless be conscious of the dangers of using such
exercises at the beginning of the group life. The individual at this point is likely
to be more compliant and it is particularly difficult to opt for non-participation.
There are, however, three fundamental principles in using group experiential
techniques, which, if properly adhered to, will reduce the possibility of a harmful
group experience and enhance the possibility of learning. These are:

1 The principle of informed consent, i.e. the participants should be told
precisely the nature of the exercise.

2 The principle of freedom to participate, i.e. participants should be free to leave
the group at any time. Ideally this freedom means freedom from the group
pressure to conform, which of course is something extremely difficult to
eliminate. It is therefore a principle which needs to be strongly stated and
frequently reiterated by the group facilitator.

3 The principle of critical reflection, i.e. making sense of the experience by
analysing and evaluating it (see Boud et al., 1985; Zeichner and Liston, 1987).

A particularly insidious practice is to manipulate the group solely for the purpose
of building cohesion and commitment. The following advice, written by an
influential and respected academic, serves as a warning to us all:

Some of the procedures used in communes to create such commitments can
be employed in community groups as well. First of all the entity is separated
from other groups. Within this isolated body, officials use special methods to
shape the members’ values and actions . . . In one of these procedures, called
sacrifice, a participant is asked to give up valued behaviors or objects, on the
assumption that the strength of his or her desire to remain within the entity
increases once the individual has agreed to abandon precious possessions 
for the cause. Another mechanism, labeled renunciation, requires a participant
to renounce all relationships with persons outside the commune, in order to
heighten closeness with those on the inside. The members are told to shun
contacts with friends, relatives, and other non-members and are forbidden to
leave the grounds.

(Zander, 1990: 84–5)

The disturbing thing is that this advice is offered in an otherwise excellent
treatment of how community groups can be harnessed for social action!

Earlier I argued that a great deal of group work in adult education is done in the
name of individual growth and development. Paradoxically, one of the greatest
dangers of group work comes from the power of the group to shape and maintain
the behaviour and beliefs of its members. In this context a knowledge of group
dynamics can best be used to ward off oppressive aspects of the group. This is a
particularly important function for adult educators who constantly witness the
transformation of collections of individuals into groups of one sort or another.
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Meeting the needs of the group

Groups are often seen as vehicles for enhancing learner participation in pro-
gramme planning – the belief is that it is only through group methods that 
the true needs of the group can be expressed. The idea of meeting needs, however,
is not as straightforward as it initially sounds. There are those who reject the needs
meeting paradigm as a legitimate approach to adult education provision (e.g.
Armstrong, 1982; Griffin, 1983) claiming that it is no more than a slogan which
only serves the interests of the professional providers. These commentators
generally focus on the ideological workings of the needs concept and how it influ-
ences the broad sweep of adult education provision. Our concern here, however,
is with what ‘needs-meeting’ means for an adult educator who is confronted with
a group of learners and who has some notion that meeting their needs might be 
a good idea. The first difficulty this person will face is to distinguish between the
needs, demands and wants of the group (see Wiltshire, 1973; Lawson, 1975;
Tennant, 1985b). Wants are normally considered to be desires, pure and simple,
without any appraisal of the value of satisfying those desires. A demand is con-
ceived as the overt expression of a want: ‘we would like to learn some fundamental
theorems’ or ‘we want more time allocated to class discussion’, are examples of
direct demands. An indirect demand would be the number of people who drop
out of the course; as Newman has remarked: ‘Having no one turn up concentrates
the adult educator’s mind wonderfully’ (1979: 147). A need, then, is a ‘want’ or
‘demand’ which is deemed worthy of satisfying. Thus needs are not neutral – they
require a judgement by someone about the relative merits of satisfying different
wants or demands. Exactly how this judgement is to be made in a learning group
is indeed problematic.

This scenario is further complicated by the contradiction of trying to meet 
both individual and group needs simultaneously. To assume that group needs are
compatible with the interests of individual members presupposes a consensus
which is rarely evident. Indeed, there is a necessary gap between the needs and
interests of the group and the needs and interests of the individual. Every group
at some stage infringes on individual autonomy and therefore a judgement must
be made about a just or equitable arrangement for meeting the needs of the
individual in the context of the group’s needs.

One technique, the Nominal Group Technique (NGT) is arguably a good way
to approach the two tasks of evaluating wants/demands and blending individual
and group needs. The steps in this technique are outlined in Table 8.1.

This technique has been designed to allow a balanced input from all group
members, especially during the initial stages. It also preserves the anonymity of
the voter thereby (presumably) reducing the pressure on the individual to conform
to majority opinion. But it is a mechanical process which really only delays the
issue at stake – what to do with the final list of ideas. Is the final list of ideas binding
on all members of the group? Is it subject to revision? What are the conditions
under which it can be revised? These questions indicate that in the NGT, the
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neutrality of the seminar leader and the diminution of the group dynamics process
are short lived. Sooner or later the group must start functioning as a group and
not as a mechanical device for meeting needs or decision making.

There are many other techniques comparable to the NGT but they mostly
amount to a set of rules for decision making or problem solving which function 
in a similar manner to ‘standing orders’ in a committee meeting. But this is rarely
the most fruitful way to proceed in establishing group needs. The idea that a group
‘need’ is there at the start of a learning process is a mistaken one. Most adult
learning groups are artificial in the sense that it is individuals who come to learn
and the group only emerges when there is a recognition of interdependence. Using
a mechanical technique at the outset as a method of programme planning will
result only in an aggregation of individual needs – it will almost certainly fail to
register the needs arising from the emerging interdependence within the group.

Group development

The brief examples of group techniques in this chapter could be multiplied. The
point I wish to draw from them is that groups are not mechanical objects which
can be manipulated by a skilled facilitator.

The literature on group development confirms this view. In general it considers
groups to be organic entities with characteristic and predictable patterns of growth
and development. Arrow et al. (2004: Table 8.2) describe five models for analysing
the way in which groups change systematically over time. There are variations
within each model but a common concern across all models is how the group sorts
out its authority, power and interpersonal relationships. This is well illustrated
with respect to the sequential stage model, where Arrow et al. identify a common
pattern of five stages:

1 Inclusion and dependency where there is anxiety, dependence on a leader, and
testing to find out the nature of the situation and what behaviour is acceptable
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Table 8.1 Steps in the nominal group technique

1 The task is stated (e.g. what issues should this series of seminars address?).

2 Participants write down their ideas silently and independently.

3 All ideas are listed in ‘round-robin’ fashion with clarifying comments/questions but no
discussion.

4 Ideas are defended by the proposer and agreements or disagreements are voiced.

5 Group members evaluate the ideas, list their top five priorities and then rank these
priorities from highest (5 points) to lowest (1 point).

6 The vote is tallied and the results recorded on a flowchart.

7 There then follows further discussion of the ideas and the voting pattern.

8 The voting process is repeated, the ideas are tallied and then listed in rank order.



2 Conflict where the focus is on issues of power, authority and competition,
often with confrontation with the leader and resistance to the task

3 Trust where there is open negotiation of roles, tasks and the division of labour
4 Task orientation this is the work stage where there are constructive attempts

to complete the task
5 Termination this characterized by emotionality, realized as either disruption

and conflict or the expression of positive feelings.

This contemporary summation resonates perfectly with the much earlier descrip-
tion of Tuckman and Jensen (1977) who describe groups as moving through the
stages of forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning.

This development process has much in common with the lifespan develop-
mental theories discussed earlier – there is a linear, step-by-step progression from
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Table 8.2 Models of group change

Description Processes

Sequential stage models Postulates a fixed sequence The metaphor is that of the 
of qualitatively different ‘natural’ life cycle – change is 
stages through which a endogenous to the group
group passes

Repeating cycle models Groups have a number of The process is endogenous 
repeating cycles within the and the engine for change is 
overall span of their life oppositional tension, e.g. 

task vs socio-emotional 
focus

Robust equilibrium Early change results in a Change is evolutionary – 
models stable state which is variations being tried until 

maintained through the group settles into an 
self-regulation equilibrium state

Punctuated equilibrium Periods of statis The group attempts to 
models punctuated by short improve its fit with the 

periods of radical change demands of its embedding 
context

Adaptive response Developmental patterns The response to 
models are contingent on the forces environmental opportunities 

and incentives available to is the guiding force in group 
each group – leading to change and continuity
idiosyncratic patterns of 
development. Groups are 
seen as purposive entities 
pursuing a variety of goals

Source: adapted from Arrow et al. (2004)



immaturity to maturity which occurs across a range of group types (natural groups,
laboratory groups, training groups, therapy groups, etc.). Some approaches extend
the parallel with individual lifespan development one step further and include 
the decline and death of the group (e.g. Mills, 1964; Mann, 1967; and Dunphy,
1968). Others minimise the linear-progressive aspects of group development and
emphasize instead the recurring nature of the ‘phases’ or ‘stages’; of group life 
(e.g. Bion, 1968; Schutz, 1955). Mennecke et al. (1992) refer to models of group
development as falling into one of three types: progressive (which is a maturation
model), cyclical (where stages or phases are identified but where no claims are
made about progressive maturation), and non-sequential (where the group is not
seen as following a predictable sequence).

Most adult educators who work with groups have a sense of the evolution of
group identity and the fluctuations in group life which accompany this process.
The group development literature is useful in that it helps the adult educator to
interpret events occurring within the group. However it is unclear how the adult
educator could respond to these events and intervene in the group process. The
option most frequently discussed in the literature is to devise strategies for facili-
tating the group through its various phases. In this role the adult educator operates
rather like a lubricant in a motor car – it ensures a smoothly functioning process
but has no regard for direction and destination. This role is appropriate only 
where the group is genuinely free to pursue its own course – but this is rarely the
case and most adult learning groups function within non-negotiable parameters
and constraints. A fatal mistake in organizing any adult learning group is to create
an illusion of freedom in the group which in fact does not exist. For example an
orientation programme for a group of adult learners may be organized around their
perceptions of what they want to learn and how they intend to accomplish their
goals. The organizers may have designed the orientation to facilitate the process
of group development. They may be putting into practice Bennis and Shepard’s
(1956) recommendation that at the first stage of group development the organizer
should abnegate the traditional role of structuring the situation, setting up the
rules of play and so on. When this illusion of freedom is shattered and the external
constraints are made explicit the organizers may interpret the subsequent hos-
tility of the group towards them as simply indicating the next phase of group
development (disenthrallment with organizers). However this would be trivializing
what would be more accurately interpreted as a predictable response to being
deceived.

The point emerging from the above hypothetical scenario is that group events
need to be interpreted in terms of the context in which the group exists. Groups
do not operate in a vacuum with their own internal logic and developmental
timetable. The dynamics of a group reflect not only its level of maturity, but the
external constraints operating on it. A change in these external constraints can
have an effect on group dynamics which overrides any ongoing developmental
process. To this extent any notion of group maturity is at best provisional.
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E-learning groups

The research on group dynamics has largely been based on people who come
together in groups at a particular time and place. In recent years the growing
sophistication of information and communication technologies has seen the wide
adoption of electronically-based group interaction in workplaces and in education.
Not surprisingly there is a growing interest in the impact of e-learning on
education outcomes (see the work of the OECD in Karparti, 2004) and the way
e-learning, as a strategy allowing more flexible learning opportunities, shapes
learner identities.

Increased flexibility has become fundamental to the responsiveness of edu-
cational systems and their capacity to deliver lifelong learning and a learning
society. Notions of flexible organizations and flexible learning programs seem
to imply that the process of teaching and learning can be liberated from the
constraints of time and place. Indeed, in some ways it is this liberation which
is the hallmark of flexibility, with a resulting supply of lifelong learning
opportunities where learners can learn at a time and in a place convenient to
them. This is attractive to those concerned to support adult learners. 

(Edwards and Clarke, 2002: 154)

Edwards and Clarke go on to explore the impact of the different ordering of
time–space on the experience of learning, arguing that a more flexible organization
of space and time mobilizes learner identities that are more active and enterprising.
They cite Nespor’s (1994) earlier work comparing the experiences of physics and
management students in an American university. Physics is delivered as a linear
curriculum built over time, while management delivery is non-linear, modular and
flexible. 

For the physics students, the curriculum is a site for forming friendships, with
academic and social life merging. Nespor argues that this is because the physics
students have to take required courses in a specified sequence . . . A strong
disciplinary identity is developed, but it would seem to be somewhat insular
and introverted. By contrast, the more flexible organization of space and time
associated with the modular management program and the extensive
networking beyond the university can be seen to mobilize a learner who is
more active and enterprising. 

(Edwards and Clarke, 2002: 159)

An important influence on learner identity, and one not explored by Edwards and
Clarke, is the way in which the group dynamics of e-learning groups differs from
those of face-to-face-groups. In a recent review of this issue, Hron and Friedrich
(2003) identify the specific characteristics of net-based collaborative learning. For
them some of the more notable characteristics (taking text-based, asynchronous
learning groups as the norm) are the following:
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• absence of non-verbal cues
• normal rules for social interaction (e.g. turn-taking) are suspended
• there are temporal delays in communication
• there are additional demands on learners, e.g. learning to operate complex

technology and the effort required actively to participate.

Hron and Friedrich argue that these features produce a range of difficulties for
learning groups such as difficulties in maintaining topic coherence and difficulties
in understanding the context of a message. It is difficulties such as these that drive
the efforts of instructional designers and online moderators in the development
of new online collaborative learning methods:

These methods structure the interaction and learning processes of the group
members and seem therefore to be apt to cope with problems of net-based
message exchange and participation. Collaborative learning methods range
from global learning methods for organising group work to behaviour rules for
structuring dialogues, so called co-operation scripts . . . aimed at controlling
the dialogue of the group members.

(Hron and Friedrich, 2003: 73)

It is clear that e-learning groups are, in themselves, very different from face-
to-face groups and that their group dynamics differ – or at least the way in which
group phenomena are played out is different. Furthermore, the various attempts
of instructional designers or group moderators to overcome the difficulties and
challenges of e-learning have a direct effect on the dynamics of the group. While
this is also true for face-to-face learning groups, there is a tendency to have more
highly structured interactions in online learning, and there is a reduced possibility
of responding to learners’ feedback to change the structure.

To conclude, much of the applied group dynamics literature places too much
emphasis on the skills of the group facilitator and too little emphasis on how a
knowledge of group dynamics can be used to empower the group. Notwithstanding
this, most adult educators would acknowledge the importance of building a good
climate for learning and fostering connections among the students. This may
require a temporary suspension of critical thought and analysis whilst the group
explores their feelings and expresses their concerns. It is at these moments that
the group facilitator thrives – as a director of the process, but not the content. 
A highly cohesive and consensual group, however, should never be seen as an end
in itself – there are always the broader questions to be considered such as ‘cohesion
for what purpose?’ and ‘cohesion at what price?’ – questions which are often
overlooked by that skilled adult learning technician, the group facilitator.
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Chapter 9

Transformative learning

Myles Horton, the lay preacher who established the Highlander Folk School in
Tennessee in the 1930s, once remarked ‘An unanalysed experience is a kind of a
happening’ (Horton, 1986). When he made this remark he was leading a seminar
on his work at Highlander and he was being questioned about his approach to
teaching and learning. He observed that the people with whom he worked – the
poor, blacks, labour groups – had never been encouraged to analyse their experi-
ences. His approach was to build programmes based on real problems, help groups
analyse their collective experiences of those problems and encourage some form
of collective action to bring about social change (see Adams, 1975). The idea of
analysing one’s experiences to achieve liberation from psychological repression
(e.g. psychoanalysis) or social and political oppression is a recurring theme in adult
education. It is most commonly identified with the work of Freire (1972, 1974),
but it is also a feature of some contemporary conceptions of self-directed learning/
critical pedagogy (Brookfield, 1985a, 2005), andragogy/transformative learning
(Mezirow, 1983, 2000, 2003), action research (Carr and Kemmis, 1983; Kemmis,
1985), models of the learning process (Jarvis, 1987a, 1992) and techniques of
facilitation (Boud et al., 1985; Boud, 1987).

Freire (1974) adopts the term ‘conscientization’ to describe the process whereby
people come to understand that their view of the world and their place in it (their
consciousness) is shaped by social and historical forces which work against their
own interests. ‘Conscientisation’ leads to a critical awareness of the self as a subject
who can reflect and act upon the world in order to transform it. Freire applied his
ideas while working with literacy programmes in Brazil in the early 1960s:

From the beginning, we rejected the hypothesis of a purely mechanistic
literacy program and considered the problem of teaching adults how to read
in relation to the awakening of their consciousness. We wished to design a
project in which we would attempt to move from naiveté to a critical attitude
at the same time we taught reading. We wanted a literacy program which
would be an introduction to the democratization of culture, a programme with
men as its subjects rather than as patient recipients . . . The more accurately
men grasp true causality, the more critical their understanding will be magical



to the degree that they fail to grasp causality. Further, critical consciousness
always submits that causality to analysis; what is true today may not be so
tomorrow. Naive consciousness sees causality as a static, established fact, and
thus is deceived in its perception. 

(Freire, 1974: 43–4)

Freire argues that oppressed and subjugated people lack a critical understanding
of their reality. To them, the world is something which is fixed and to which they
must adapt. This view is supported by an oppressive social structure which has a
vested interest in objectifying the world, making all aspects of a person’s situation
appear ‘natural’ and therefore unalterable. The first step towards critical under-
standing is to appreciate the distinction between the world of nature (which is
unalterable) and the world of culture (which is a social construction and thereby
alterable). Figure 9.1 below is a reproduction of a drawing which Freire used with
a literacy discussion group or ‘culture circle’.

The group coordinator initiates the debate by distinguishing between culture
and nature in the situation which is depicted. For example, the participants make
a distinction between the feathers of the bird as nature or culture. While the
feathers are on the bird they belong to the world of nature, after the bird is killed
and the feathers are transformed into decorative headwear, they belong to the
world of culture. The ‘culture circle’, discusses a variety of pictorially represented

Transformative learning 123

Figure 9.1 An illustration used by Freire

Source: Freire, 1974: 66



situations such as these, always with an emphasis on how culture is created and
transmitted and on the possibility of democratizing culture. 

Literacy makes sense only in these terms, as the consequence of men’s 
beginning to reflect about their own capacity for reflection, about the world,
about their position in the world, about their power to transform the 
world, about the encounter of consciousness – about literacy itself, which
thereby ceases to be something external and becomes a part of them, comes
as a creation from within them. I can see validity only in a literacy program
in which men understand words in their true significance: as a force to
transform the world. As illiterate men discover the relativity of ignorance 
and of wisdom, they destroy one of the myths by which false elites have
manipulated them. 

(Freire, 1974: 81)

Appreciating the distinction between nature and culture in the context of learning
to read and write constitutes a basis for problematizing previously taken-for-
granted aspects of everyday life. Problems such as housing, clothing, diet, health,
education and so on, are now seen as problems which can be transformed by
democratization.

Horton and Freire have many things in common, they both believe in the
liberating potential of education, especially when the critical analysis of experience
is linked with action upon the world to transform it. They both work with dis-
advantaged and oppressed groups and their methods are overtly politicising.
Naturally, their political activities sparked a reaction from those with an interest
in maintaining the status quo: Freire was sent into exile and Highlander was
repeatedly attacked by the Ku Klux Klan and eventually its charter was revoked
by the State of Tennessee (it continued to operate under a new charter).

Adult educators frequently question the relevance of Freire to the circumstances
of non-disadvantaged groups. However, Freire certainly considered dominant
groups to be oppressed, at least in the psychological sense of having inauthentic
personal identities – inauthentic in that they have become agents of oppression.
This gives them a dual status as both dominators and dominated. Freire writes
about the well-intentioned professionals who discover the violence of their acts
of invasion: ‘Those who make this discovery face a difficult alternative: they feel
the need to renounce invasion, but patterns of domination are so entrenched
within them that this renunciation would become a threat to their own identities’
(Freire, 1972: 125). This can be illustrated by considering the response of men to
women’s demands for equality in the workplace. Many male professionals have
recently taken an interest in understanding the ‘world view’ of women. Now this
can be done in the interests of domination, in which case the male professionals
would learn ‘about’ women, or in the interests of liberation, where the male
professionals would develop a critical awareness of the dynamics of gender identity.
There are many instances like this in adult education and training, that is, where
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there is a clear choice between critical understanding, where the ‘knower’ is
implicated in the situation, and a purely technical understanding, where the
‘knower’ remains detached from the situation and maintains the posture of an
onlooker.

Indeed, this is a central issue in adult education and it has a direct bearing on
how we conceive the ideal adult learner. Both Brookfield and Mezirow, for
example, have re-formulated earlier conceptualizations of the self-directed learner
to include the idea of critical awareness.

Mezirow has his own version of ‘conscientization’, he refers to a similar process
labelled transformative learning which is:

learning that transforms problematic frames of reference-sets of fixed
assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives,
mindsets) – to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective,
and emotionally able to change. Such frames of reference are better than
others because they are more likely to generate beliefs and opinions that will
prove more true or justified to guide action. 

(Mezirow, 2003: 58–9)

In his earlier writing he linked this process with a re-formulation of the concept
of andragogy (Table 9.1).

It is worth comparing his ‘Charter for Andragogy’ with Knowles’ distinction
between andragogy and pedagogy. Mezirow’s ‘Charter’ specifies a set of precepts
for adult educators which are targeted at fostering self-direction. However, this is
self-direction with a new complexion: it includes the idea of critical awareness. 
A mature, self-directed learner is able to make a commitment to learning on the
basis of a knowledge of genuine alternatives. Critically aware learners are in touch
with their authentic needs – a characteristic which, incidentally, makes the adult
educator’s task so much easier because the problematic of meeting needs (as dis-
cussed earlier) evaporates.

Brookfield followed a similar line in his early exploration of the concept of self-
directedness when he emphasized the importance of learners appreciating the
contextuality of knowledge and being aware of the culturally constructed nature
of values, belief systems and moral codes. Self-direction is the capacity to reflect
on this critically and to explore alternative perspectives and meaning systems (see
Brookfield, 1985: 15).

In later publications Brookfield (1994, 2005) specifically singles out critical
reflection and critical thinking as the hallmark of his and his colleagues’ work at
Columbia University Teachers College, and goes on to define what is meant by
critical reflection in the context of documenting the process among adult
educators:

In an act of rhetorical optimism, and perhaps terminal naivety, the devel-
opment of critical thinking and critical reflection has been advanced by
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several writers associated with Columbia University Teachers College as the
organising concept to inform adult education practice . . . the form of critical
reflection explored is defined as comprising three interrelated processes: (1)
the experience of questioning and then replacing or reframing an assumption
or assumptive cluster, which is unquestioningly accepted as representing
dominant common sense by a majority; (2) the experience of taking a
perspective on social and political structures, or on personal and collective
actions, which is strongly alternative to that held by a majority; (3) the
experience of studying the ways in which ideas, and their representations in
actions and structures, are accepted as self evident renderings of the ‘natural’
state of affairs 

(Brookfield, 1994: 203–4). 
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Table 9.1 A charter for andragogy (Mezirow)

1 Progressively decrease the learner’s dependency on the educator;
2 Help the learner to understand how to use learning resources – especially the

experience of others, including the educator, and how to engage others in
reciprocal learning relationships;

3 Assist the learner to define his/her learning needs – both in terms of immediate
awareness and of understanding the cultural and psychological assumptions
influencing his/her perceptions of needs;

4 Assist learners to assume increasing responsibility for defining their learning
objectives, planning their own learning programme and evaluating their progress;

5 Organize what is to be learned in relationship to his/her current personal prob-
lems, concerns and levels of understanding;

6 Foster learner decision making/select learner-relevant learning experiences which
require choosing, expand the learner’s range of options, facilitate taking the
perspectives of others who have alternative ways of understanding;

7 Encourage the use of criteria for judging which are increasingly inclusive and
differentiating in awareness, self-reflexive and integrative of experience;

8 Foster a self-corrective reflexive approach to learning – to typifying and labelling, to
perspective taking and choosing, and to habits of learning and learning relationships;

9 Facilitate problem posing and problem solving, including problems associated with
the implementation of individual and collective action; recognition of relationships
between personal problems and public issues;

10 Reinforce the self-concept of the learner as a learner and doer by providing for
progressive mastery; a supportive climate with feedback to encourage provisional
efforts to change and to take risks; avoidance of competitive judgement of
performance; appropriate use of mutual support groups;

11 Emphasize experiential, participative and projective instructional methods;
appropriate use of modelling and learning contracts;

12 Make the moral distinction between helping the learner understand his/her full 
range of choices and how to improve the quality of choosing vs encouraging the 
learner to make a specific choice.

Source: Mezirow, 1983: 136–7



Both Brookfield and Mezirow have introduced a social dimension to the concept
of self-directed learning. They admit that there are constraints on learning which
originate in the social structure and which become internalised by the learner.
This is their point of contact with the more radical adult educators such as Lovett
et al. (1983) Freire (1972) Gelpi (1979) and Griffin (1983) and it separates them
quite sharply from the humanistic point of view.

There is something incomplete about Brookfield’s earlier and Mezirow’s ongoing
analysis of critical awareness. The reason, I think, is that they have depoliticized
the idea. They focus inwardly, as it were, on the liberation of the learner and they
very much stand on the fence when it comes to organizing collective actions. This
point has been made repeatedly in a number of publications and has generated
lively debate, especially with respect to Mezirow (see Clark and Wilson, 1991;
Mezirow, 1991b, 1992; Tennant, 1993; Newman, 1993; Mezirow, 1994). Freire,
of course, has always argued that an unmasking of reality needs to be followed 
by critical intervention in order to transform it. For him, thought and action are
indissoluble aspects of a single dialectical process (praxis): ‘Mere reflection is
nothing but verbalism. It becomes an empty word, one which cannot denounce
the world, for denunciation is impossible without a commitment to transform, and
there is no transformation without action’ (Freire, 1972: 61). By way of contrast,
pure action without reflection is nothing but activism – action for its own sake,
which prevents dialogue and liberation.

Despite Mezirow’s protestations, he has consistently maintained the view that
his theory of learning is distanced from action 

A learning theory attempts to describe an abstract, idealized model, the
elements and dynamics of which may or may not be applied in a variety of
social and educational settings . . . Transformations in learning may occur in
or out of a social action context . . . Reflective action may or may not involve
some form of social action.

(Mezirow, 1994: 231–2)

There is an implicit liberal tradition in his writing; that more perceptive and better
educated (in his sense) individuals magically produce a more just and equitable
society. This position has been subjected to strong criticism from contempo-
rary educators who foster Friere’s work through the lens of Marxist theory and
analysis. McLaren (interviewed by Moraes, 2003) and Mayo (2003), for example,
are very critical of the dominance of neo-liberal ideology in education, arguing
that hallowed concepts in adult education, such as ‘participation’, have been
appropriated and diluted to become an integral part of the dominant discourse
(see Mayo, 2003: 39).

Brookfield on the other hand has responded to such criticism by increasingly
incorporating a political dimension to his writing

critical theory is normatively grounded in a vision of a society in which people
live collectively in ways that encourage the free exercise of their creativity
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without foreclosing that of others. In such a society people see their own 
well being as integrally bound up with that of the collective. They act towards
each other with generosity and compassion and are ever alert to the presence
of injustice, inequity and oppression. Creating such a society can be
understood as entailing a series of learning tasks; learning to recognize and
challenge ideology that attempts to portray the exploitation of the many by
the few as a natural state of affairs, learning to uncover and counter hegemony,
learning to unmask power, learning to overcome alienation and thereby
accept freedom, learning to pursue liberation, learning to reclaim reason, and
learning to practice democracy . . . We cannot pursue liberation without
uncovering and then challenging the hegemony of capitalist values and
practices.

(Brookfield, 2005: 39)

The Marxist approach to critical pedagogy, for its part, has been subjected to
criticism from a postmodern perspective. For example, Usher et al. (1997), from
their postmodernist stance, regard critical pedagogy as reifying the social as a
monolithic ‘other’ which serves to oppress and crush and they warn that it is 
a mistake to adopt an over-socialized and over-determined view of the person (see
Chapter 2).

A core methodology in critical pedagogy is ideology critique, whereby the aim
is to analyse and uncover one’s ideological positioning, to understand how this
positioning operates in the interests of oppression, and through dialogue and
action, free oneself of ‘false consciousness’. From a postmodern point of view the
problem with this is that it theorizes a self which is capable of moving from ‘false’
to ‘true ‘consciousness: that is, a rational and unified self which is capable of freeing
itself from its social situatedness. It is this which links critical pedagogy with the
andragogical and humanistic traditions, traditions which it opposes for their
individualistic approach. 

Postmodern theory holds that in the social sciences, and the educational tech-
nologies they foster, the problematic of the social within the self is traditionally
framed in terms of a binary opposition or dualism between the ‘individual’ and
‘society’. It is as if the two poles ‘individual’ and ‘society’ are antithetical, separate,
and pull in opposite directions (see Chapters 1 and 2). 

A unique aspect of postmodernism has been its development of a way of
theorizing subjectivity which is not reliant on this individual–society dualism. 
It does so by reconceptualizing and renaming the terms of the dualism: so that
‘individual’ and ‘society’ are replaced by the concepts of ‘the subject’ and ‘the
social’, which are understood as produced rather than as pregiven and then inter-
acting. Thus postmodernism problematizes at the outset the concepts of individual
and society as effects which are produced rather than as pregiven entities. For
example the idea of the unitary, coherent and rational, subject as agent is
‘deconstructed’ by postmodern analysis as being an historical product, best seen
as a discourse embedded in everyday practices and as part of the productive work
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of, say, psychology and its associated educational technologies. Replacing this view
of the individual is the idea of the subject as a position within a discourse.
Moreover, because there are a number of discourses, a number of subject positions
are produced, and because discourses are not necessarily coherent or devoid of
contradiction, subjectivity is regarded as multiple, not purely rational, and
potentially contradictory.

Not surprisingly there are those who argue that the postmodern critique of both
liberal humanism and Marxism is both cynical and nihilistic and denies the
possibility of working collectively for emancipation: 

Force-fed by a complacent relativism, it has all but displaced the struggle
against capitalist exploitation with its emphasis on a multiplicity of inter-
personal forms of oppression within an overall concern with identity politics. 

(McLaren in Moraes, 2003: 123)

This ongoing tension between three distinct perspectives: liberal humanism,
critical pedagogy and postmodernism, is played out in various ways in adult
education practice. By way of summary, Table 9.2 contrasts the critical pedagogy,
postmodern, and humanistic traditions in terms of their stance on a number 
of key adult education issues: the nature of self-directed learning, needs-
based provision, equity and access, and the relationship between teachers and
learners.

In the remainder of this chapter I will focus on the tension between a pedagogy
based on a relative and ‘relational’ view of the self, and one based on a view of a
self which has the potential to be authentic under certain political and economic
conditions. This takes up the point in Chapter 4 concerning different ways of
understanding the narrative approach to identity and transformation. These are:
whether the construction of a stable, coherent ‘bounded’ identity is desirable and
possible as a normative goal, or whether it is neither desirable or possible in a world
of multiple and shifting, open-ended and ambiguous narratives and identities 
(a relational view of the self).

The narrative approach to understanding development and change has 
much in common with existing practices in transformative learning, especially
those associated with reflection on experience. Furthermore there is certainly
much common ground in the idea of the critical subject as one who maintains 
a permanent critique of him/herself in the practice and pursuit of liberty. But 
how does one’s theorization of self-narration have an impact on pedagogical
practices?

First, I would like to explore the implications of adopting a relational view of
the self. It seems that such a view implies a certain attitude towards what critical
self-reflection may achieve as a pedagogical tool. It implies for example, that there
is no necessity to search for an invariant or definitive story. Indeed it would be
overly rigid and prescriptive to develop a singular narrative which simply replaces
an earlier, more dysfunctional narrative, because singular narratives restrain and
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limit the capacity to explore different relationships. The emphasis instead is on
the indeterminacy of identity, the relativity of meaning, and the generation and
exploration of a multiplicity of meanings. To return to Gergen and Kaye (1992),
there is a ‘progression from learning new meanings, to developing new categories
of meaning, to transforming one’s premises about the nature of meaning itself’ 
(p. 257).

This involves a form of disinterested enquiry on behalf of the educator, 
one which opens premises for exploration. It also implies an openess to different
ways of punctuating experience and a readiness to explore multiple perspectives
and endorse their coexistence. Such interventions ostensibly enable learners to
construct things from different viewpoints releasing them from the oppression of
limiting narrative beliefs. Learners can be invited to:

find exceptions to their predominating experience; to view themselves as
prisoners of a culturally inculcated story they did not create; to imagine how
they might relate their experience to different people in their lives; to consider
what response they might invite via their interactional proclivities; to relate
what they imagine to be the experience of others close to them; to consider
how they would experience their lives if they operated from different assump-
tions – how they might act, what resources they could call upon in different
contexts; what new solutions might emerge; and to recall precepts once
believed, but now jettisoned. 

(Gergen and Kaye, 1992: 258)

On first glance this appears to be strikingly similar to existing theory and
practice in adult education. Brookfield (1995) for example, regards critical
reflection as ‘the hunting of assumptions of power and hegemony. The best way
to unearth these assumptions is to look at what we do from as many unfamiliar
angles as possible’ (1995: 28). This appears to be totally compatible with Gergen
and Kaye’s approach to therapy, however when Brookfield moves on to propose
ways of unearthing assumptions he begins by identifying ‘four critically reflective
lenses’, one of which is autobiography. But one’s autobiography is not seen as
something which is open to reinterpretation and re-authoring. Instead it is seen
as something which needs to be ‘unearthed’ so as to expose its influence on our
beliefs and practices as teachers:

Analyzing our autobiographies as learners has important implications for how
we teach . . . the insights and meanings we draw from these deep experiences
are likely to have a profound and long-lasting influence . . . we may think
we’re teaching according to a widely accepted curricular or pedagogic model,
only to find, on reflection, that the foundations of our practice have been laid
in our autobiographies as learners.

(Brookfield, 1995: 31)
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Note the emphasis here on autobiography as a foundation of practice, the
uncovering of which leads to a better understanding and explanation for our
otherwise uncritically accepted beliefs and commitments regarding teaching and
learning. But this approach assumes a singular biography, which, however open
to denial and distortion in the process of reflection, is nevertheless available to 
be ‘discovered’. The pedagogical emphasis is therefore on the accurate rendering 
of one’s autobiography, which invariably means addressing the distortions and
denials blocking such an accurate rendition. The emphasis at the outset then is
on discovery rather than creation: the questions posed are ‘who am I?’ and ‘have
I got it right?’, and ‘what is the secret of my desire?’, rather than ‘is this rendering
of experience/autobiography desirable?’, and ‘what relationships can be invented
or modulated through such a rendering of experience? It is the last two questions
which are posed when adopting a relational view of the self. Although some of
the teaching techniques may be similar on the surface (e.g. exploring alternative
interpretations with other teachers/learners), the whole project is fundamentally
different. For example, in exploring one’s positionality as a teacher, the task is not
to ‘discover’ and problematize ‘who we are’ or ‘how we are positioned’ in terms of
race, gender, class, sexual orientation, or ableness; but to explore multiple stories
around each of these categories with a view to opening up new relations of power
and authority (see Tisdell,1998, for a slightly different treatment of positionality
in poststructuralist feminist pedagogy). 

Thus from a relational view the pedagogy of self-reflection insists, not on
discovering who one is, but on creating who one might become. But some critics
have claimed that an extreme relational point of view rejects any standards 
by which to judge or evaluate what we are to become, and rejects the pursuit 
of any stable or coherent identity as being a normative goal. With respect to the
‘standards’ issue, Jansen and Wildemeersch (1998) argue that personal develop-
ment must entail questions such as ‘how should we live?’ and ‘how can we develop
“morally justifiable forms of life” in a post-traditional social order?’ And so they
point to the danger of educational processes that simply help the learner to act as
an ‘entrepreneur of the self’, which is a very privatized enterprise, necessarily
divorced from collective issues of justice, democracy and communal life.

McLaren (1995: 227) also points out that the reinvention of the self must 
be linked to the remaking of the social, which implies a shared vision (however
contingent or provisional) of democratic community and an engagement with
language of social change, emancipatory practice and transformative politics
(McLaren 1995: 227). Wilson and Melichar make a similar point in their analysis
of historical representations of adult education:

If we are to understand who we are as educators in the present as well as who
we hope to become, then we must examine and critique how we have
collectively represented who we have been. This must also include an analysis
of whose interests are served by that representation.

(1995: 430)
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It is clearly possible, however, to maintain a relational point of view while
addressing the above questions, so long as one’s standards and evaluative criteria
are problematized and open to reinscription. Similarly with the question of 
the pursuit of a coherent, continuous self as a normative goal. Now in many 
adult education sites this is seen as indispensable to transformative (and thereby
resistant) adult education practice. For example, courses designed to provide
opportunities to explore indigenous ‘ways of knowing’ are often based on the
working assumption that there is a culture to be ‘discovered’. Participants, in
discovering their cultural heritage, are provided with a new anchoring point for
their identity, an identity which had hitherto been fragmented by colonization.
Now it is true that a relational point of view would avoid notions like ‘discovery’
and it would reject the idea of a unitary, fixed, and coherent cultural identity. But
it does not reject indigenous culture as meaningless, it simply insists that there is
space for reinscription; for the telling of new stories that have not yet been told:
stories which are partial, hybrid and fragile (see Taylor, 1995). It is this opening
up of possibilities which is the distinguishing feature of a pedagogy built on a
relational view of the self.

This tension between pedagogical processes (techniques and methods) and
pedagogical purposes and content (encompassing a vision of knowledge and
education) is a recurring theme in debates about what counts as a critical
emancipatory pedagogy (see for example, Gore’s (1993) analysis of the relationship
between critical and feminist discourses). Clearly, adopting democratic techniques
and processes is not sufficient for an emancipatory critical pedagogy, some atten-
tion to critical content is necessary, but the content must be grounded in teaching
and learning situations otherwise it can become isolated and isolating. But what
is found in contemporary teaching and learning situations, even those explicitly
designed to be emancipatory, is not the level of commonality among learners
assumed by much of the critical awareness literature. Instead one finds differ-
ence and diversity. Arguably, attending to difference and diversity constitutes a
new challenge for critical emancipatory pedagogy. Pietrykowski (1996), adopting
a postmodern perspective, argues that grand narratives which promise an ideal
emancipatory end state don’t sufficiently acknowledge diversity and the multiple
sources of power evident in everyday discourse. This is the thrust of the work of
the New London Group who in ‘A pedagogy of muliliteracies: designing social
futures’ (1996) portray a postmodern scenario of contemporary society
characterized by civic pluralism and multiple life worlds:

The challenge is to make space available so that different lifeworlds can
flourish, spaces where local and specific meanings can be made . . . As
lifeworlds become more divergent in the new public spaces of civic pluralism,
their boundaries become more evidently complex and overlapping . . . As
people are simultaneously the members of multiple lifeworlds, so their
identities have multiple layers, each layer in complex relation to the others.
No person is a member of a singular community, rather they are members of
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multiple and overlapping communities – communities of work, of interest and
affiliation, of ethnicity of gender, and so on. 

(New London Group, 1996: 12)

They propose a pedagogy grounded in situated practice (gaining mastery of
practice), overt instruction (gaining conscious control and understanding), critical
framing (gaining an understanding of the locatedness of practice in history, culture
and values), and transformed practice (returning to practice in a more conscious
and critical way). These elements are readily identifiable in the literature pre-
viously dealt with in this and earlier chapters, but they do signal a concern with
diversity, a strong connection between method and content, and a commitment
to the value of context. As such their project is in a good position to address the
dilemmas of critical emancipatory pedagogy.
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Chapter 10

Concluding comment
Psychology as a foundation discipline
in adult education

Psychology is frequently used as a foundation discipline in the training of adult
educators. This is because it addresses those questions which naturally emerge 
from an engagement with adult teaching and learning. What motivates students
to attend classes? Through what processes do adults learn best? How can I adjust
my teaching practices to take into account the learning styles of my students? How
can I adjust my teaching practices to take into account the learning styles of my
students? How can I encourage the formation of a cohesive and supportive group?
Can I make sense of the expressed anxieties and concerns of my students? What
can I do to help those students who experience difficulties in learning? Much 
of the psychological literature has some bearing on each of these questions, and
others like them. However, it is not at all clear how the practitioner should proceed
to apply the output of this literature to the everyday activity of teaching adults.
In this respect there appear to be at least three available options, each of them
corresponding to a different motive within the practitioner; to control events in
the learning environment, to interpret and influence events, or to gain a critical
understanding of events and one’s actions in relation to them.

Control

The desire for control among adult educators (which is natural enough and quite
understandable), is often linked with a particular view about the relationship
between theory and practice. As a foundation discipline, psychology is viewed 
as providing a base of rules and principles which can be unequivocally applied 
to practice. The practitioner who holds such a view, however, is likely to be dis-
appointed with what psychology can offer. The reasons for this have to do with
the way in which ‘scientific psychology’ generates knowledge. As a science,
psychology is very much concerned with prediction and control, and to this end
seeks to identify cause–effect relationships. However there are a number of factors
which limit the direct practical application of such knowledge. First, psychological
experiments which adopt the methods of natural science are characterized by what
Egan (1984) calls ‘phenomena insensitivity’. That is, while the methods are
scientific, it may be at the cost of distorting and/or narrowing the phenomenon



being investigated – so much that the results have little direct applicability outside
the experimental context or the theoretical concerns of the experiment. This is
an argument advanced by Usher (1986b) and it is neatly expressed in Harré’s
(1974) critique of social psychology:

Psychologists have frequently supposed that one can divide up socially
meaningful phenomena into basic non-meaningful units between which 
they have sought the kinds of correlations which Boyle and Hooke found
between the pressures and volumes of gases. Let me give you an example.
There have been studies of the development of linking between human
beings. Psychologists have sought to investigate this process by identifying
elementary features of the liking-generating process and studying them
independently of all other features of a real situation of liking. They have
isolated the frequency with which a person is confronted with another person
as an element in the formation of liking between people. And then they have
attempted to study the effect of frequency of meeting on the development of
liking in an apparently ‘pure’ case. To this end, people were asked to report
on the way in which their liking of nonsense syllables had changes with the
frequency of presentation of such syllables.

It should be clear that the most elementary examination of the social
interaction which produces feelings of liking or disliking between people
involves intimately and inextricably other elements besides mere frequency.
Frequency is equivocal in social meaning. The notion of frequency by itself
is not a social concept. It is an element which lacks the level of meaning at
which liking and similar concepts apply. 

(Harré, 1974: 249)

Of course, not all psychological experiments are open to such a challenge.
Nevertheless, the problem of ‘operationally’ defining concepts like ‘panic’,
‘obedience’, ‘conformity’, and ‘aggression’, so that they can be measured in an
experiment, is a factor limiting the generalizability and practical application of
many research findings.

A related feature of psychological experiments is that they are conducted 
under controlled conditions. The experimenter achieves control either directly
(which is the case with Skinner’s laboratory experiments) or indirectly through,
say, sampling techniques which select or randomize those variables which
potentially confound the results. For example, an educational psychologist may
be interested in plotting the effectiveness of a particular teaching strategy for
subjects with different learning styles. This could be accomplished by holding 
the teaching strategy constant across two groups composed of subjects who differed
only in their learning styles (i.e. not differing on factors such as sex, age, intelli-
gence, ethnic grouping). The aim would be to arrive at some statement such as
‘Teaching strategy “X” is more effective for field dependents, all other things being
equal.’ A commonly perceived problem with applying this knowledge is that in
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everyday life ‘all other things’ are rarely, if ever, ‘equal’. And in everyday life the
extent of control is somewhat less than in a psychological experiment. But this
misses the point – the very strength of a psychological experiment is its capacity
to isolate variables for systematic study – and this means controlling other
variables.

The position of psychology in this respect is not unique. For example, the laws
and principles of other foundation disciplines such as physics or biology are
characteristically qualified by expression like ‘all other things being constant’. And
yet very few would deny the importance and relevance of physics and biology to
the practices of engineering and medicine respectively. However, it is a mistake
to assume that the knowledge derived from controlled experiments will necessarily
lead to greater control of the environment.

A large component of the practitioner’s skill consists of the ability to anticipate,
recognize and compensate for the range of variables operating in a given context.
Given this, the value of ‘scientific psychology’ becomes somewhat clearer. It is the
corpus of experimental findings in a given area which identifies for the practitioner
the range of likely variables operating and the subtleties of their interaction. This
can be illustrated with reference to the corpus of research findings on the effective-
ness of different teaching methods (see Gage and Berliner, 1998). If practitioners
approach this literature looking for a set of generalizations to guide practice, they
will invariably be frustrated. Nevertheless the literature is valuable in that it alerts
practitioners to the range of variables influencing the effectiveness of a teaching
method. In the first instance, whether or not a teaching method is effective will
depend largely upon how ‘effectiveness’ is measured. There are a bevy of con-
tenders here: motivation, recall, understanding, ability to learn, creativity, attitude
change, etc. There are also different ways of measuring each of these factors. For
example, attitude change can be measured using a questionnaire, interview, or
some kind of behavioural index, and it can be measured immediately, in the short
term, or over a longer period of time. In addition to these measurement variables
there are a host of factors to consider such as the subject matter being taught,
student ability, age, sex, ethnicity, the teacher’s personality, size of class – all of
which have been the focus of experimental enquiry. The vale of this research is
that it supplies the practitioner with a complex array of variables to consider when
evaluating the appropriateness of a given teaching method in a given context.
Used in this way psychology helps us to interpret and influence events in the
learning environment, rather than control them.

Interpretation and influence

Usher (1986b) advocates the application of therapy-derived theories to an
understanding of adult teaching and learning. Unlike ‘scientific’ psychologies the
approach of these theories is hermeneutic, that is, they seek to interpret behaviour
and stimulate insight, awareness and understanding. Freudian psychoanalysis and
humanistic clinical psychology (see Chapters 2 and 3) are examples of this type
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of theory. Usher argues that the activities of therapists and counsellors are more
like the activities of teachers than are the experimental manipulations of the
scientific psychologists. Both the therapist and the educator are concerned with
interpreting ongoing actions and events and adjusting their actions accordingly.
Unlike the notions of ‘prediction’ and ‘control’, the terms ‘interpretation’ and
‘influence’ imply that the teacher (or therapist) is engaged in a reflexive dialogue
with the student (or client). Thus the activity of teaching requires practical
judgement in a context where the variables operating are unable to be measured
or controlled. This practical judgement, and the action which flows from it, is
informed by psychological theory in the sense that the theory provides a framework
for interpreting events.

The difficulty with this model of the relationship between psychology and 
adult teaching and learning, is that there exist competing theoretical frameworks
which offer quite different interpretations of similar events. For example, an adult
student may express disappointment with a course, claiming that it has failed to
meet his/her need for a stimulating, exciting and challenging experience. A psy-
choanalytic interpretation may hold that such a demand is unrealistic, and is really
an expression of an infantile wish to be totally loved and cared for unconditionally.
A humanistic interpretation may hold that the same person is expressing a desire
for growth and fulfilment, which is a natural and healthy thing to do. There are
practitioners who remain undaunted by such opposing interpretations claiming
that they operate by synthesizing different theoretical perspectives, but Reese and
Overton, among others, have reservations about the possibility of this occurring:

Theories built upon radically different models are logically independent 
and cannot be assimilated to each other. They reflect representations of
different ways of looking at the world and as such are incompatible in their
implications. Different world views involve different understanding of what
is knowledge and hence of the meaning of truth. Therefore synthesis is at best
confusing. 

(Reese and Overton, 1970: 144)

One may remonstrate that practitioners are not bound by the rigours of theory
construction in Reese and Overton’s sense – and this is certainly true – but they
do reflect upon or ‘theorize’ about their practice. That is, they form a relatively
coherent ‘world view’ which informs their practical judgement. Such a ‘world view’
may be ‘naive’ or it may be more or less based upon a knowledge of psychology,
philosophy or educational theory. A critical understanding of psychology can assist
the practitioner to re-examine the ‘world view’ he or she has adopted, to re-
evaluate and reformulate it. This was referred to earlier as a third option in linking
psychology with adult teaching and learning.
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Critical understanding

There are two senses in which adult education practitioners can have a critical
(psychological) understanding of their practice. The first sense has been outlined
above – practitioners can interpret (rather than accept at face value) actions 
and events in the learning environment. In the second sense, practitioners can
analyse the psychological ‘world view’ they adopt when interpreting those actions
and events. This is where a critical understanding of competing psychological
theories is important, which means analysing the conceptual weaknesses and
contradictions within each theory, evaluating whether each theory is supported
by the evidence, assessing the success of the practices promoted by each theory,
and finally, being aware of the social, historical and political origins and impact
of each theory. By scrutinizing their psychological ‘world views’ practitioners are
better able to recognize and appreciate the world views of others and they are in
a better position to articulate their goals and purposes as adult educators. There
are many areas in adult education where a conflict of world views, especially
between the teacher and student, is commonplace. I have in mind here areas such
as literacy, numeracy, second language learning, worker education, ‘second chance’
education, education for the unemployed, or health education. In all of these areas
there is a high probability that competing world views will emerge. Symptomatic
of this will be differences in opinion among the students, or between the students
and the teacher, about what constitutes relevant content, appropriate teaching
methods, the role and responsibilities of the teacher, and the purposes of the
programme.

While it is true that a commitment to a particular psychological ‘world view’
provides a powerful interpretative framework for adult educators, they need also
to be aware of alternative ‘world views’. A critical understanding of a range of
psychological ‘world views’ is preferable to a blind faith in any single one. This
does not mean that adult educators should adopt a chameleon-like character,
shifting colours as the environmental circumstances dictate – it only means that
they should be aware of their ‘world view’ and understand its limitations and the
context of the alternatives available.

At the outset I drew attention to the pervasiveness of change and uncertainty
in contemporary life, arguing, along with Edwards and Clarke (2002) that a critical
form of lifelong learning is a ‘central and necessary response to the change pro-
cesses at play’ (2002: 531). This requires the capacity to develop and sustain
reflexivity, broadly conceived as a critical awareness of the assumptions that
underlie practice. The idea of becoming critically aware of assumptions is of course
familiar territory in the adult education literature, but the apparent consensus on
this masks very different positions. For example, Brookfield (2005) in addressing
the question ‘What does it mean to teach critically?’, argues that it is to ‘teach
with a specific social and political intent . . . [to] help people create social and
economic forms distinguished by a greater degree of democratic socialism’ (p. 350).
And so his approach is clearly within the ‘critical theory’ world view whereby the

140 Concluding comment



vehicle for learning to think critically is ‘ideology critique’. Such a critique is
directed at a particular outcome – democratic socialism. This is very different from
the position of Edwards and Clarke (2002). For them ‘the conditions for reflexive
agency are created by flexibly structured networks, which allow actors to perform
and position themselves in exchangeable roles and settings’(p. 534). The outcome
is not some ideal political structure, but an enhanced capacity for communities
and individuals to engage with , rather than simply to react or adapt to, contem-
porary uncertainties and dislocations. The latter approach entails a more nuanced
reflexivity which focuses less on the systemic workings of ideology and more on
the everyday, mundane practices in which persons are understood and acted upon
(see Rose, 1998: 23). In some ways it is ironic that both approaches champion the
use of dialogic discussion and dialogic modes of transaction as a key pedagogical
tool.

This text, too, has sought to adopt a ‘dialogical’ approach by providing a critical
posture towards selected psychological theories and research findings. The purpose
has not been to dissuade adult educators from further psychological enquiry – but
to encourage them to approach their enquiry with a critical spirit. Approached in
this way, psychological theory and research is better able to foster among adult
educators a capacity for making informed choices which are defensible on rational,
practical and political grounds.
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