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WHAT MARES LEARNING MEANINGFUL?

Arthur B.-Wilson & Lee Burket ARACE 1989 Conference ‘ﬁ

Department of Adult Education Atlantic City C

Univeérsity of Georgia . October 4, 1989 ;
INTRODUCTION

What makes learning meaningful is a question of some :

significance for educators and learners alike. Psychologists,

o philosophersi educators, aﬁdzqghgg§ have attempted various

i answers, yet NO pervasive point 6f View has consistently

B ;apminatedzeducatipnal thinking. Within education, i
‘behavioralists; cognitivists, humanists, and experientialists E

" .have each made attempts to define this elusive element. Aduit
education, whilé borrowing from many conceptions of learning, has

develop a more integrated view of these positions.

L At ‘this point we have‘chosen~not to examine ‘the work of

. Iéarnfng meaningful, that is, to examine the thinking that seems
- to ‘have contributed significantly to learner-centered,

gﬁ . experientially-based adult education. Consequently, we have

2 reviewed the work of Dewey, Kolb, Jarvis, Mezirow, Freire,

o Rogers, and Houle. Each of these ‘has something t> say about the ;
i+ role Oof experience in learning, yet each represents various :
perspectives on how experience relates to learning. Some are in :
adult -education and Some :not; all are noteworthy for their

o different perspectives on experience in- ‘the learning process and
N iis significance.

: The paper is organized in tyo parts., 1In th. first, e examine

I each of the writers for specific' idéas of how experience is

. related to making learning meaningful. In doing that we include
- a-discussion: of what ‘the. process of learning is like, what
g\‘*'putcomészare-intended, and implications fér"instruction. In the
. second; we seek to extrapolate major concepts about the

¢ "_telationship of ekxperience to learning that ‘are evidént in all or
g nearly all of the work examined. From this integration, we

- attempt to -draw implications for the practice of adult educators.

: &1\\ PART'1: EXPERIENTIAL THEORISTS

?v?ﬁ”ﬁewéy was writing in reaction to what he termed the traditional

3

tn View, foedpéationAwhfch he described as the 1mpositiog of subject

Ehrough experience. For Dewey,
2d in the real life
rience has. to connect




‘Wwith: theé past of the individual as well as
the futur:i, and that the experience is the
interaction:.of the individual with his or h
exXperience to be meaningful, it has to conf
‘Parameteérs.

propel him or her into
product of the

er environment.. For
orm to these

. In order for this meaningfulness to develop.,
' conditions have to be met. First, in reactio
_~ - disconnectedness of traditional education,
"~ -concept «of continuity by which. he means tha
' expérigpcgstﬁh-cognéétg\tp_;hose~that have
anti¢§§at9rY-of'thbééithat cone after. “To be linked in this
fashion is not sufficient, however. What is also necessary is
“that each'experienée~qualit§tiVely modifies further experiences
.(and is qualitativelyumodifiednby Previous ones) so that they
:gequé;mqge expansive\and=deVe;meénta1= By ‘implication, a mis-
fedqéaﬁiveuéXperiegqg is one that .arrests or. distorts the
-indiV;dualTs capacity for growth. The 'second major principle is
thé~one~oﬁﬂigtefactiqn; Dewe; maintdined that all individuals
live in; a social environment that is characterized by
'integqctiéns among: individuals® needs, desires., purposes, and
.¢§pa¢i§igs.to;¢geateAexperiences;fTheSefhe referred to as
‘Situations, Es i i >

two essential

n. to the

Dewey proposed the

t. every educational
gone before it and is

)

S environment. These are
judged to be educative.

The goal for Dewey is to take advantage

- force of éXperience'toidevelop curiosity, strengthen initiative,
ana,promote'§Uquse. From this arises what Dewey calls

"% intelligent activity by whiche means growth in judgment and -

(undéfstandiﬁg<based on an ability to forn purpose and the means
to realize it.

of the inherent moving

R T T R

:Such a definition of educative experience entails certain
responsibilities for the educator. For Dewey, knowing subject
~-matter is only a small part of teaching. Because he maintains
that ‘learning emanateés from the needs and experiences of the
. Jlearner, it becomes the responsibility of th
© - the-.conditions of the 1le in ' nm
~. -“with’'the individual to. encourage growth
<« ‘Déwey put it "the Planning must be flexi
;o "free play for individuality and yet firm enough to dive
e digection.gpwaggs continuous .development" (1938, p. 69).
% means ﬁhat*theueducator;has to position problems based on
> familiar experiences and to proceed from there to a more orderly

{gﬁdéfSténdiﬁg,of.the experience
Kolb: Experiential Learning
~Aceording: to Kolb learniug is an interac ;
m;g‘yighagp.gxpgpiencez During this interactions, an individual
% :Qgegtgs-kggwlédgery transforming the experience into concépts.
;2(ggquqséqeach~;ntgractignrmodifics‘cdncepts, there is a

I
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tion of an individual
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¢ontinuous. creation of knowledge. Learning will not occur unless
there is continuity among the experiences. Further, the

- interdaction that occurs has both personal and social
‘consequences. While individuals create their own knowledge, they
do so:in. a specific sociological context that influences the
situations in which they create knowledge.

It is. .curiosity about a .circumstance that moves an individual to
learn. Curiosity ‘then gives way to direction as the learner
réalizes. a. purpose for learning.’ Kolb maintains that in order
fo:jlearhing,th¢¢cur the learner must be willing to interact

-with ‘the experiénce. Once open to-an experierce, the learner
'graspsmthefexPerienée in one of two ways: either apprehensively
which tfefers to observing the tangible aspects «of -a situation or
‘comprehensively which refers to understanding the concepts
associatéd with the Situation. When the éxperience is graspad in
one of these ‘two ways, the learner then transforms the experience
intqikﬂéwledge, ‘This is also accomplished in two ways. It can

- be -done actively where the learner manipulates the situation or
internally as the learner réf;ects upon- the situét;on. The means
of grasping and transforming are dialectically opposed.: This

“dialectical relatioénship must: exist. These confrontations force
the student to resolve the conflicts. Without the conflicts,
there would be little ihcentive to attend to the situation.

Resolution of these conflicts, -which represents the learning
process, results not only in the creation of knowledge relevant
for the learner but also in the futhering of his or her personal
development. The student learns how to anticipate experiences,
‘Plan for them, and Practice reactions. to these possible
“situations. As each néew experience is deait with, the learners
integrate the knowledde created from each new experience with
knowledge gained from previous experiences. Kolb arqgues that
this integration provides the learner with increased
differentiation, that is, the learner has more available
’ipterp:etatibhs»upon which to draw. Increased interpretations.,
in turn, lead to .increased levels in consciousness.. The result
-of enhanced consciousness is a personal liberation as the learmner
dains- increased freedom and self-direction. But learning is also
‘a sgcial process and individual development is shaped by the
-cultural system of social knowleédge. Thus the interpretations

of experience are guided by the cultural perspective in which the

learner lives.

Kolb maintains that learners will not learn if they are not open

4

-to -experience: Nor will learning occur if the experience

5. ‘directly confronts the belief systems of the learners.

modify bld_éne$vthat‘1e§rners*have without contradicting existing
beliefsi This is accomplished as thé educator guides the
learnérs in bringing forth their beliefs, testing them, and
;he@ié@iding\the‘learnérslin.;nteg:ating new .ideas with .0l1d ones.
‘Thus:‘thé educator is a manager of thé learning process. and
--environment since conditions must be -created in which both

‘dpersonal and social knowlege is created,

‘Therefore, it is up to the .educator to implant new ideas and to
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iﬁiiiﬁl, The .Social Context of Learning

Whégﬁpe@pie ingeract-Wi;h experiences that contradict their

:qﬁdefstwnding of life, they begin to ask questions about the
eéxperience and their beliefs, Jarvis calls this contradictién a
/disjuncturé which is a gap that exists between the present
knowledge of the petson and: the present experience the person is
involved in. By seeking. answers.'to the questions, an individual
"¢an: close the gap and create méaningful khowledge. Not all
experiences, however, will lead to learning. Only meaningless
ones: will. Meaningless eXperiences are those with which students
have ‘had little previous interaction. A meaningful experience

is .one in which the learners have both previous knowledge and
understanding and, consequeiitly, have no need to ask questions.
When Questions are not asked, the learning does not occur.
Learning is the ‘process of students' asking questions about
-experiences they do not understand. ‘SeeKing answers leads to the
creation of knowledge, skills, and attitudes.

According to Jarvis, people construct their own meaning systems.
Thus learning ‘begins with an experience that the learners do not
" fully -understand and that conflicts with theéir present system of
meaning. That -meaning system is a combination of personal
knowlege shaped by experfience within a particular social and
‘cultural system. Consequéntly, learners perceive .and define
situations from their own way of uriderstanding which has been
.shaped by the larger society in which they have lived and even
‘more’ so by thé particular subCulture in which they have grown up.
Jarvis argues: that any iateraction of a learner with a situation
‘is’bound by these cultural factors as well as by time. But there
- are -other factors which influence experiential learning. Jarvis
maintains that learning arises from a disjuncture between
- experiencé and understanding. which incites questioning. Not any
d;sjﬁncturg-will‘sqffice, however. Jarvis suggests that the gap
that exists must relate closely to the individual's meaning system
if the learner is t9 re¢spond. iIf the gap is too larges then
learning will not .o¢cur. The- Key connector in this respect is
the role of past experiance. Meaningful learning is not just the
- result of questioning a perplexing situation, it is also a
matter :of relating it o0 previous experience. This is why the
disjuncture can not be too:great, for if it were, then

‘connections with previcus experience could not be established.
Makihg,sensé—pfﬂa%§ftuation, then, is a matter of gaining
comprehension through answering questions and a process of making
‘connection with rélevant past experienceé. In such a manner.,
continuity bétween past and present is developed which adds

. relevance and meaning to the learning. The final ingredient is

* the ‘time tor.reflect upon this ‘whole process, for without
‘reflection .Jarvis argues that the necessary personal and social
connections -cannot be madeé. ' -

- individual’and society. From an individual point of view,
"learning :changes the person" but "all learning -does not
I L = = L ) -
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automatically result in growth: and some learning experiences

result in the curtailment of the potential to grow" (1987, p.

193%. 8o, either learning has the potential to aid the c¢rewth

and -development -of ‘the individual or. to arrest it. But Jarvis
alco: argues that individuals do. not exist in isolation, that is,
they exist in relation tec society. Thus learning affects both
the individual and the society of which he or she is a part.
Jarvis says "that the person does not exist in isolation but only
-as person-in-society. Hence, it might well be argued that the
highes: end product .of learning is the enhancement of the person-
in-soci&ty" (1987, P. 194). Jarvis questions Dewey's emphasis on
education of ‘the individual as the ultimate achievement: "such
libgral‘approaches to the person need to be reconceptualized in
terms. of both individual and social good, recognizing the reality
of the development of the person" (1987, p. 194).

‘Since both the learner's view or the world and education itself
aré normative. a major conflict between an experience and the
léarner's meaning system will prevent learning. It is the
educator.'s responsibility to consider the social past that the
learners bring with them. Further, Jarvis does not see the role
of thé educator as one of seeking to change society, even though
one aoal is to- léad the students to question their value systems.
An ena result of this may be that the consciousness of the
individual may be raised and social change may inadvertently
occur. ‘The instructor is only required .to attend to the
questioning, not the resulting fervor. Aalso, because learning
occurs only when there is a disjuncture between present knowledge
ang- experience, the educator must accept the responsibility to
create this disjuncture in order to provide motivation for the
students. The -educatsr muSt also assist in relating the
disjuncture to the learners' past experience and social
background. This means that cultural boundaries must be bridged
if learning is to take plecce.

Meziroy: Disorignting Dilemmas ‘and Perspectijve Transformation

Mezirow's critical theory of adult learning (1981) has probably
provided the mest expansive description to date of what may be
involved in meaningtul learning for adults. He originally (1981;
this view has undergone some revision since then) envisioned,
after .German philosopher Habermas, learning as occurring in

thrée distinct forms: technical, interactional, and
emancipatory. The one most familiar to educators refers to what

Mezirow calls instrumental learning which is based on choosing
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alternatives amcng identifiable variables and making predictions
within observable physical Oor social realitiés. Derived from
logico-positivist thinking and focused on. the search for
regularities. it 'is the most common form of developing knowledge

in the. physical and social sciences. The second form of

learning, the interactional, has as its focus not a technical
yiQWwdfifeality”but an emphasis on understanding what it takes to

communicate within norms of society. Rather than being

igtergSted'iﬁ-éausalityJ Practical learning, often referred tec as

- ‘'hérmeéneutics, is more: concerned with understanding the meaning of
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-events, not just their observation. The third learning domain
-emancipatoryr "involves an interest in self-~knowledge...including
interest in the way one sees -oneself, one's rolés and social

“expectations. Emancipation is from libidinal, institutional or

environmental forces which limit our options and rational control
‘over our-lives..." (1981, p. 5). The process of this

‘emancipation is critical self-awareness through which the learner
‘comes to ‘understand these forces and their effect upon behavior.
Critical refléectivity is a method of becoming aware of why we view
reality in the ‘manner that we do, a "becoming aware of our

- ;awareness and Critiquing it" (1981, p. 13).

Emancipatory learning initiates in what Mezirow calls a
‘disorienting dilemma; This is an event, or more likely a series
of events, whose anomalous and existential character forces the
individual to .examine and question- the very assumptions and
values which provide the basis for behavior. This critical
examination of habitial and custually induced perceptions,
thoughts, and actions is what provides the meaning to learning.
Jezirow's view of learning is based. upon ‘the role of experience
and how it influehces thinking .and understanding. A meaning
perspective is "the stucture of psycho-cultural. assumptions
within which new experiénce is assimilated and transformed by
one's past .experience" (1981, p.6). Meaning is based on how what
we percieve matches with what we have been led to perceive by our
particular psychological and cultural experience, Emancipatory
adult learning, according to Mezirow: is a matter of undergoing a
critical -examination of these factors in a transformative
process, or as hé puts it, "becoming critically aware of how and
why “he structure of psycho-cultural asszumptions has come to
constrain the way we see ourselves and our relationships.,
reconstituting this 'structure to permit a more inclusive and
discriminating integration of experience and acting upon these
new understandings" (1981, p. 6). Mezirow describes the goal of
transformation in the follow.ng manner: "A superior perspective
is.not only one that is a more inclusive or discriminating
experience -of integrating but also one that is sufficiently
pﬁrmeable to allow one access to other perspectives" (1981, pP.
9). .

Mezizow's theory of adult learning presents a much more inclusive
set of responsibilities for the adult edvcator. Once again,
Stbject matter mastery is merely a minor element in the
-educator's realm of activity, Mezircw's descriptions of the
domains of learning suggest that educators require different
methodologies for different domains. Mezirow describes it in
this. manner: "we have tacitly recognized the vast differences in

" helping -adilts learn how to do something or to perform a task

from ‘helping them dévelop sensitivity and understanding in social
relations and from helping them effect perspective
transformation” (1981, p, 17). Mezirow rightly criticizes
éducators for failing to. realize these distinctions and for
attempting ‘to employ‘taskranalysis, which is appropriate for
performance ‘baséed education, in facilitating social communication

.and. emancipatory learning.. Social -communication requires a focus
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on- helping learners to uncover and understand the ways and
conditions: in which people interact. Perspective transformation
requiresg ‘an "emphasis on helping the learner identify real
probléms involving.reifiéd. power relationships rooted in
ingtitutiqnal@zéd.idedegies which one has internalized in one's
Psychological history" (1981, p. 18). Not only has Mezirow
defined three distinct arenas of learning, he has also begun the

- .analysis -of how each of these requires a different set of
. educational ‘repertoires.

‘E;?itg;ﬁ'ﬁducgt;on and Liberation

Siﬁcg‘i§s~appearance in the early 70s, Freire's Pedagogy of the

Oppressed has had an ever increasing presence in the litzarature

and thinking of western adult educators. But what is the
‘pédagogy? Freire presents a theory of cultural action.
Primarily, Freiré perceives a "culture of silence" whereby
‘people are imbuéd with ignorance and lethargy because of the
oppression of -economic; social, political, and educational forces
that inhibit undérstanding and acting upon the world. From
Freire'"s point of view, people are mostly "reactors" to the forces
of a world that ‘they only vaguely understand because they have
little power with which to act. The reason for this vagueness is
that people typically are not critical of the assumptions and
values upon. which their perceptual systems are constructed.

Théese societally determined belief systems are typically imposed
by the -dominant culture and contribute to repressing the
learners,

Freire makes several &ssumptions whi~zh predicate much of his
pedagogy. BAmong them are his belief that all people are capable
of -examining their perceptions of the world in "dialogic
encounter." Freire feels that personal growth depends upon an
individual"s becoming conscious of the culturally imposed habits
of perception and dealing criticallly with it. To this end, he
sees education as bota subversive and liberating. Its purpose is
to vrovide 'people with the process .by which this heightened
consciousness produces a more enlightened view of the world.
Freire's view of education is decidely partisan and his theory of
cultural action is acutally one of prescription for its
conceptual order. :

Freire is higyhly critical of what he terms the "banking" notion of
educatior  'he describes educaticn as suffering from "narration
sickness" which presents reality as if it were motionless,

static, compartmentalized, and predictable. He goes on to note
‘that the object of banking education is to- £fill the students with
‘the conténts of narration with an emphasis on recording
meiorizing, and repeating. This, he feels, is one of the

_repressive forces of socieéty that inhibit the growth of

individuals. He would also describe it as meaningless education

‘becauser it offérs no. enlightenment.

\**=ﬁy;imaée1y, liberation for Freiré is a process of praxis whereby

I

- ¢ qien &nd woilen alternately act upon and reflect about their world
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in otder to transform it. For Freire praxis is a way of both

- transforming the individual's entire life context as well as

" mechanism for restructuring the society in which the individual
finds him .or herself. For Freire: this is what brings meaning to
education.

How: is this. praxis instituted or implemented? Conceptually
Praxis is a key component of Fréirian liberation. TIts
‘methodological counterpart is the use of "dialogues." Dialoguing
i$ an educational technique of "problem-posing" in which students
are brought to review and reconstruct their perceptions about
their world through a prccess of viewing and examining their
reactions ‘to familiar sitvations and circumstances. Freire notes
that "dialogue is the encounter between men, mediated by the
world, in order to name the world"™ (p. 76) and "the object of the
investigation is not men...but rather the thought-language with
‘which men refer to reality..."(p. 86). In other words,
dialoguing is the process by which learners examine their
‘uncerlying assumption$ and cognitions which in principle quigde
their overt ‘behavior. It is these underlying perceptions ' iich
-allow the oppression that so concerns Freire. It is the
revealing and subsSequént understanding of the individual's
- Pperceptual reality that is the goal of education as liberation.
- According to: Freire, "reflections upon' situationality is
reflection about the very conditiocn of existence" (p. 100). This
method of thematic investigation and problem~posing is the
"effort to present significant dimensions of an individual's
contextual reality, the analysis of which will make it possible
for ‘him to recongnize the interaction of the various components"
which guide her or his behavior (p. 95). Libertarian education
develops when "men come to feel like masters of their thinking by
discussing the thinking and views ¢f the world explicitly or
implicitly"” (p. 118). The goal of education is thus the
liberation of people.

Once: again we see a greatly expanded role for the adult educator.
For Freire, the content of education is not a static body of
Knoviledge but the stuff of life itself. This requires the
educator to become well versed in the conditions of the learners
‘because it is from these situations that the learning emanates.
The educator has the responsibility of examining the environment
of ‘the learners, uncovering the power relationships that
- -contribute to constraining the view the learners have of
themselves ‘and their vorld, and constructing materials that
:enable learners to examine and come to comprehend the habitual
patterns of thought and action which serve to arrest their growth
and development as fully realized human beings.

. Rogers refers to mézningful learning as being significant and
. “bases his view on the conditions he believes makes psychotherapy
© wa-Significant form of learning. 1In =ssence he argues that

. _thérapy is learning, which results in a changed individual. Such
. “kq‘jsigﬁﬁygdaayﬁpgggmgs:mpre:selfégonfident, self~directing, less
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perceptually rigid, more accepting of others, adopts more
" realistic goals, and generally behaves in a more mature fashrion.
'He makes the same case for education, arguing that the conditions
which ‘are conducive to successful therapy are similar to those
which result in successful education. At the basis of his
bosition is his contention that learning is more than the

- ~accretion of knowledge, that knowledge needs to be functional,

not just retained.

Most of Rogers' interest in education has to do with the vre-

‘conditions which establish conducive circumstances for

-'significant learning. While much of his description has to do

"with the educator's rglationship to the student (the concepts of
unconditional positive regard, congruence; etc.), there are
several elements which provide insight into the learning process.
Like Dewey and others, Rogers maintains that the need, focus, and
‘congequence of learning arise most sharply from the experience of
the individual. Rogers refers to it as "facing a problem" which
‘he describes as "an uncertain and ambivalent desire to learn or
to change, growing cut of a perceived difficulty in meeting
Tife" (1959, ». 233). Rogers describes this as education that is
directly connected with the problems a student faces in his or

.her real existence. _Facing a problem is what makes learning
meaningful in Rogers' view. A second element is Rogers' notion of

*. empathy. In psychotherapeutic terms, the therapist has to be

able "to sense the client's world as if it were your own, but
‘without losing the ‘as if!' quality" (1959, p. 235). Likewise in
education, the educakor has to have a command and understanding
of the learner's world in order to better be able to recognize

Perceptual structures which have tended to constrain thinking to
a particular perspective and allowing these structures to loosen
and -become open to reality. This has the effect of allowing the
individual to become more open to experience, or as Rogers puts

it, "thé evidence within himself as well as the evidence without"
(1959: p. 235).

As in therapy, the goal for Rogers' view of education i an

individual who is more realistically able to undersand the
world, less susceptible to perceptual constraints, and more
fully‘self-actualizing, "a fluid, changing, learning pdrson"
(1959/ .p. 235). Education for Rogers is not the accumnlation of
knowledge for its own sake but its development into sometning
‘that is "functional, which makes a difference, which pervades the

Person and his acticns" (1959, P. 233). For Rogers, the goal of

education is to provide the experiences that allow the learner to
be :self-respecting, self-motivated, and free to pursue the course
of action that is most relevant to him or her. Rogers describes
the ultimate goal of .education as providing "tickets of entrance"
{1959, p. 237) by which he means that the only relevant measure

- of education is whéther the learner has gained the wherewithal to

obtain the place she: or he. desires. Acquiring thesé entrance

- . tickets is the meaningful result of learning.

)\‘1.
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As for implications for the educator: Rogers maintains that the
essence' of significant education resides in the character of the
interaction between educator snd learner and that "the task of
the teacher is to create a facilitating classroom climate in
which significant learning can take place" (1959, p. 236). The
role of the instructor is cne ~f discovering the circumstances
-out of which the student's Jearning arises. 1In this respect, the

- teacher also functions as a resource but net a source of
educational imposition. Rogers argues that for significant
learning to occur the instructor-learner relationship must be one
built on trust and empathy and characterized by an attitude of
freedom to learn.

' H ]._ . mh:g I ¢ “. i

Houle in his now classic work, The Inguiring Mind, asked an
essential question: what is the nature of the adult learner. Tt
is a queStion that still receives considerable attention almost
thirty years later. ‘Houle noted at the ‘time that there was a
tendency to 'seek answers to this question from an institutional
perspective. That is, the characteristics of adult learners
tended to be defined from the perspective of the institution
serving the particular interest of a certain type of learner.
Thens as nows the response tended to focus on the familiar
demographic descriptions of age: educational background.
occupation, classs race, and other variables. Houle chose

. instead to examine the learners themselves, not to describe them
but to ‘have them describe themselves, to ask them directly how
they thought of learning and what made it meaningful to them.
Two biases are openly accorded in Houle's analysis, The first
c¢oncerns the goal of education which is lifelong l.arning. The
second is that Houle deliberately chose to interview "adults who
engage in an outstanding degree in activities which are commonly
thought to be education" (1961, p. 4). His purpose then was to
try to understand the naturer the beliefs, and the actions of
those mést likely to be lifelong learners.

His results, which have received considerable research attention,
are the ‘three types of learners: the goal-orieated, the
activity-oriented, and the learning~oriented. The goal-oriented
are ‘those who see education as a means to an end. They are the
ones often discussed in adult education literature as using
education: to meet some specific objective such as promotion
-credentials or solution to a particular problem. The activity-
oriented typically attend education for reasons other than the
stated purpose of the class or activity. Often what makes
education meaningrul for this group is the social nature of
education, the feeling of belongings or the gentle atmosphere
. typical of most adult education environments. The purest type
*. disclosed by Houle's research was the learning-oriented. These
- 1sought learning situations for their own sake. Learning was
‘something they did as a way of lifes it was what brought meaning
and purpose to their existence. But before describing these
‘three :sub-types of continuing learner, Houle was careful to note
‘Fhatpegqh’type actually derived from a single larger category.

. o
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Houle described it this way: "They all had goals which they
wished to achieve, they all found the process of learning
' -énjoyable or significant, and they all felt that learning was
».;» worthwhile for its own sake" (1961, p. 15).
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??f While The doguiring Mind does not dwell much on the learning

' ‘process itself, Houle offers some insights that still seem
appropriate. For the goal and activity-oriented (but not so much
for the learning-oriented), the pursuit of education tends to
stem either from needs ariszing from a cizcumstance that becomes

. ¢ particularly pressing or f.rom a personal stock-taking in which

: ~the individual decides to ‘embark upon some change through
education. Trigger events and disorienting dilemmas are names

. Put ‘to such évents now. While essentially focusing on

© individuals, Houle also rnotes the unique blend of social and

: _ psychelogical factors that drive each individual in his or her

involvement in- education.

Tl 0, Y
(]

=x-:What.-makes learning meaningful for the learners of Houle's

> typology is clear in the descriptions that ioule provides. Whiln
* ~common. in intent, each has a particular emphasis that
characterizes the signlficance of educational endeavors. For
-each .of Houle's learners, learning is a natural way of life ard

;- thig is what most compels ‘Houle's interest. Lifelong learning is
. -the goal of adult education from his perspective and he has

- uncovered these leaners to demonstrate its influence and
effectiveness.

In terms of implications for the educator, Houle's typology makes
.~ it clear that not all learners are engaged for the same reascn,
. . While seemingly ‘trite, educators would do well to remember this
~ when planning programs or facilitating learning. It reminds us
too that education can have numerous purposes, rnot just wnat is
stipulated in a course catalogue or a syllabus. But perhaps most

;dertantly: Houle's work reminds us that the real worth or

. his investigation by the very fact of their extensive involvement
; -in education. Not only did he wish to demonstrate his belief in

. -.Yifelong learning, for gurely his interviewees fit that

. ”,=haracterization, but he also wanted to understand what made

.« learning meaningful from the learner's point of view, not from the
" provider's. 1t is a2 lesson still needing to be heeded today.:
“that we not listen too intently to the echoes of our own
suspicions of what we as educators think makes learning

PART II: INTEGRATION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR ADULT ELUCATION
PRACTICE

=3
-

* The oveérlap in ideas that seems evident from the initial sverview
~ "will form.the focus of our discussion in this section of the
%}%pgpgr, ‘What has bgcome notable in this . review of these various
;,gggrspgpgiyeé “n what makes,learn;ng meaningfulwis the consistent
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~everycase there is. attention to situating education within the
‘experience of the learner and utilizing that connection to expand
ﬁﬁé:édﬁcépiQnal‘botizbns*of'the‘Iea:ner. In nearly every case as
Well (With the notable .exception Of Freire .and somewhat less so
% =@iﬁh;aqivi$)i~tbe:e)13~aISO“aTconSiétent reliance on an
- individual focus, ‘that is, a reliance on humanistic psychology to
”ihtg;ptét:gnqﬂundérstqnd'the'lea;ning process. Further, what

§”¢tthégéggqigntatfqnswéuggest_is a broader, more integrative set of
...~ responsibilities for the -educator. 1In this section we will list
&, :Some, implications for adult education practice by outlining an

dntegrated definition 6f what meaningful learning experiences are

_s;werlvaS»mgking;sémé'suggeStions of what the expanded
“educator.'s role will be.

.- .In.all of the descriptions presented, the single most consistent
. «characteristi¢ of experiential learning is the emphasis on 2sing
_the 1eagﬁer!su;eariwo;;d experience as the starting place of

> learning. Every depiction suggested begins at this point virh

:,EthéaaWa:enegstthat.fp;’léarning to be relevant and meaningifuy it

;ém:has%go~emahétevgrom the actual needs of the individual. Euch of
- -the writers is. implicitly or explicitly critical of imposing

R heeds. ‘from external sources. What Seems most important is that

- .the learner have a sense of connection, a poin: of reference, for

. .beginning the learning process. That connection resides in the

,7\;:pter£aceibetw¢én'thé individual's internal history of experience
.. ‘and the outer world..

fiAgm‘ordér for learning to be relevant and meaningful, it has to do
_'.more: ‘than connect with the personal history of the individual.

i Dewey first suggested ‘but all the others seem to concur that

i+ Yearning is a process--of some direct interaction with an

v -experience. This is an interaction charactericed by involvement
‘7 " .and. immérsion in a situation; not just acquaintance with it. The

:-8pirit of experiential learning is that learners do something,
not just sees hear. or talk about it.

‘3¢What makes interaction significant, however, is the manner in
¢ ‘Which it relates to the personal histpry‘(or/b;Ography, as Jarvis

%ﬂﬁqagiéaigy of the individual. Direct interaction is not as

£ " rélévant.-as direct interaction that.solidly connects with the

' iPersonal ‘history .of the individual. This is ‘a connection that
wotakes full. accounty indeed. émanates from the past of the
irndividual,. This involves the ccncept of continuity first
described: by ‘Déweys Continuity not only accounts for a direct
igﬁeiéggioﬁfagdhééﬁnectiod-with-thézlegrneffs previous experience
gg&&lgg Hegdsﬁtd‘fu;gtehexperiénée,‘ In this mabner experience
onnects ‘with the past :of ‘the individual, interacts with the
regents and anticipatés futire expériences.
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Of ‘pérsonal *history is not 'inclusive. Each and every
while an incorporation of ‘personal éxperiences, is
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dlso. a repository of social and cultural values, perceptions, and :
eéxperience. It is these socially constructed {rames of reference

mediated by personal history ‘that have considerable influence in
qghéjlgafning"prqcesé’fpr'they‘répregent the manner in which the

individual is likely ‘to perceive, process, and incorporate the

< Tearning-experience, From several points of view, it is this
c,x.-,-“,\ -

0st significant. factor in. and target of learning. :
nents of experieatial learning, the final product :
of learning is ah ongding pr.zess of experience and critical ’
reflection upon the very values that guide behavior in order to 3

evelop-an evér more expansive and comprehensive understanding of .

: ‘Q‘ml_;.e:_'ﬁitzJl?.@ 'ag%g I.'i ,tjga] Bg\f].gggj on: Creati ng New Knowledge, .

Z.~& ‘continuous, interactive experience is not enough for relevant
i. #learning, A situation- that is not somehow at odds with the
‘.uﬁggvious*expériencgtgf the learner is not likely to induce
~learning. .So, while learning has to relate to biography, it also
;hés;to,préﬁide~ébntradiction, some¢ element of mystery or doubt, ©
-t0 invite a learning response. Jarvis refers to this as a *
.disjuncture between expérience and understanding which, when
-resolved- through questioning and seeking answe:rs, creates new
“Knowledge for the individual. Rogers calls it "facing a problem"
.‘by which 'he means the. individual consciously recognizes the need
" -£o resolve- a conflict. Mezirow refers to disorienting dilemmas

‘by which: he means experience vhich cannot be easily &ssimilated
. into the learner's current meaning perspective.. The resultant :
_‘conflict requires critical review in order to comprehend the o
" /siqgnificance and realign the perceptual patterns.

asciqgestiqgs,thegsélves only begin the learning process. All of
“the writers discuss the need for time and reflection in order to
e comprehend the change that learning induces. Learning is a

# - Pprocess that takes :times and part of the reason for this time has
.t0:-do with the need to think about and to consder what the

ramifications are of the experience the learner has undergone. ;
EBach ‘also refefs to. this as a -critical process of not just 4
xaminipg the. learning itself but also the very nature of the g
:experience, the circumstances of perception, and the values that
‘guide “the understanding of the experience., 211 of the writers ;
peak to this. critical element. Learning is not significant K
until :it-has. tndergone this conscious critical process that ]
;. :£orces :the léarner ‘to actively incorporate the new learning into :
¢ 'his or her behavioéral repertoire. ) :
JAntegration.and Expansion of Perdeption T
Bolb argues that integration provides the learner with increased .
égégﬁgggﬁtigtiquQQQZmakeg more- interpretations of experience -
‘availabl "to,t@erleggﬁet;,-Igcrgased’ihtgrp;étationsjuin turn, .

(k9 increased 1evéls in consciousness. The result of

icedi consclouaness: is:a personal libération as the learner
,(3(5“/" i :‘: 2 e X n B agt Rt e )
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galns increased levels in consciousness, freedom, and self-
direction. Mezirow ties integration into hicher levels of
criticalness which reflect a truly mature adult. integration is
a process -of. reflecting. critically upon experience and
incorporation the newly created understanding into the meaning
perspective so that it becomes ever more elastic and able to :
encompass ever more divers2 perceptions. _

Development of Understanding and Self-direction

The result of this questioning and critical reflection is an
expand1ng awareness and understanding of the world, how the
individual perceives it, and how that perception influences
behaV1or. So, while various needs and problems of the individual
may 'bé an initial focus of the learning process. the final focus

. ‘becomes: one of individual development and maturity through
increasing self-knowledge and critical awareness.

Implications for the Adult Educator

An experiential approach to education requires a more active and
intégrative adult educator. Under these circumstances, knowing
subject matter -and arranging resources are less significant than
the actual process1ng of learning. The *"pbr1ent1al approach to 4
learn1ng -seems' to suggest at least five major functions that the ;
adult educator needs to attend to: understand1ng the personal
and -social ‘history of the individual, arranging the learn1ng
environment to engender experiential learningi prepar1ng learners
to engage contrad1ctory circumstances, creating and posing
problems to be resolved, and facilitating a dialogic and
reflective processing of the learning experience.

Understanding Persoral and Social Background :

While it is a common charge in adult education to make learning
relevant to the learner's experience, often the individual's
personal and social background are not fully incorporated. It is
clear from the experiential point of view that learn1ng will not :
-‘be Televant until this important analysis is made so that the A
learning experience. can be directly connected to what is relevant C
to the learner. This means the educator has the responsibility
of determ1n1ng what personal and cultural conditions influence
‘the "learner's behavior -and how these conditions influence what is
.significant to- the learner. If this is not done, it is likely
that. the experience may represent too large a disjuncture and
therefore be too meaningless for the learner to make the leap
from what is known to a larger and more enterprising perspective.

Arr.ang.mg;h.em:mngcgnimgnﬁ

Oncevthe personal and social analys1s is completed, the educator
then has more insight into how to arrange the learning

. enV1ronment to suit the part1'ular perceptual framework and
history ‘of the ‘individual. This can be a mattér of matching
-materials to the psycho-cultural background of the learnérs, but

1.;
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it can ‘be a more complicated and involved process of actually

" developing .an experience within the context of the learners so
that a rélevant connection is made ‘wih their previous
experience. Thus the arrangement the.. becomes a bridge for the
learner ‘to-use in crossing from previous understandings into the
conflict of newer views and understandings. 1In svch a fashion
‘the arrangemert of the. learning environment becomes a vehicle by
which ‘the Yearner begins to expand the boundaries of previous
experience.,

Given thé>backggouhd.analysis and environment arrangment; the
-educator next has to prepare the learners for the contradiction
and ¢onflict which the learning experience is likely to incite.
Perhaps Rogers® work provides the most insight into this process.
He suggests that empathy and genuiness are critical teacher
behaviors which allow the trust to develop which-begins to foster
a leatier's Williﬁgness‘to'engage’an'experience'and investigate
its .consequences. “Preparation itself requires the learner to
think about what learning means in order to take advantage of
experience. In this way the educator has to help the learner
Prepare to .recognize the change brought about by the learning.

The educator is also responsible for creatirg a disjuncture,
.posing problens. or generally confronting the understandings
which the learners have historically relied upon. fThis is must
clearly discussed in the work of Freire, Mezirow, and Jarvis.
Each proposes that sigaificant learning cannot occur without
some contradiction bétween current understandings and its
Apérmgtationﬁ'during,and after a learning experience. The
educator ‘has the responsibility of meriences

which .evolve from the learner's current frame of réference, yet
‘also call to question the relevancy, accruacy, and usefulness of
that perspective. ‘in Freire's method, this requires using
-contempcrary, fami’ .ar circumstances in dialogues about what are
the: inherent personal and social relationships and their
ramifications concerning the learners present conditions. For
him- this is a focus on. repressive power relationships in society.
But for all of the ‘experientialists this means questioning the
assumptions which guide behavior. For all learning is a process
of sélf—investigation’which results in a greater capacity for
undérstanding of what guides thinking and doing.

Reflection
TFinally, once the educator has constructed and set this process
in‘motion, it then ‘becomes: necessary to facilita*e the reflection

Aggg.”ialoguéigbout~theumeaning and effect of the learning
gxpg;i§n§g;:«All of the writers note the tricky balance required

,=petﬁeenﬂallowiﬁg-the learners to come to their own understandings

'ggrsﬁsfthe’impqsitidnIOf the instructor's view. If learning is
goabg*trulyrSignificant::it has. to emanate from the indivicdual's

o e
P
i5: 16,
| 1, : R
PR O ;
R ,
ST e T .

P

5
G Y

&

| WrbeiE

2

R RS

'
Sy v s




‘and their worlds.
~development and maturatlon.

‘Rogers,s C.

reflection and critical examination of his or her response to a
learning experience. In this sense the eduvcator needs tc be
partlcularly sensitive to hér or his own vievws in relation to the

;emerglng ones of the learnets.

‘quglusign

All of the experlentlallst reject impositional education which in
thelr view is largely reprcessive and counterproductive. This is
clearly at 0dds with moce traditional functions of education
which have as a goal the generatlonal transference of social

‘NOrmM3 s cultural values; and: instrumental knowledge. Yet, for

*he experlentlallsts, meaningful learning generally emanates from
the learners’' personal and social history as a process of
confrontlng ccntradlctlons in their underbtandJngs of themselves
Learnlng is deflned largely in terms of self-
As fér instructors, content mastery
is low rankeéd and relatively unimportant in respect to the
1nterpprsona1 and facilitative skills required of educators. But

Pperhaps' the most 51gn1f1cant idea is the one of the éducator as

intefventionist., Learner-centered adult education practice has
used this phllOS)phlb tradltlon to provide its rationale for a
proress-orlented approach. v¢ét what we see in a review of this
work isi.an arqument for a much more actively engaging adult

‘educator; one who has responsibility for actually bringing

learners into a confrontive position with their own thinking in
order to grow beyond its llmltatlons.

e —
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