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We are very glad to welcome you in our new attempt to 
create a scientific journal focused on Transformative 
Learning and the ways it affects European tradition on 
adult education and vice versa.

This journal is the result of a collaboration between 
ESREA’s network Interrogating Transformative Learning 
Processes in Education: An International Dialogue and the 
Hellenic Adult Education Association, who is the publisher 
of the journal Adult Education, which is published three 
times a year. Two of the issues are published in Greek and 
a special issue in English (every February), which contains 
selected papers among those that were presented in the 
previous bi-annual International Conference of the 
Network. More specifically, members of the Scientific 
Committee of each Conference review the papers and 
select 15-16 (depending on the length) that are going to 
be published in two special issues, one every year, the 
following two years.

After the first Conference the 15 papers that were chosen 
are the following (in alphabetical order):

1. The Interdependency of Transformation and 
Failure, by Sönke Ahrens

2. Learning through Walking: Pilgrimage, Identity 
and (Transformative) Learning, by Carina 
Augsten

3. Creating opportunities for individual and 
collective empowerment: Challenges from the 
macro to the micro, by Rebecca Corfield Tee & 
Wilma Frazer

4. Embodied experience, transformative learning 
and social change: notes on a theory of social 
learning, by Fergal Finnegan

5. TL and teaching in HE: from evaluation to an 
embodied relational theory, by Laura Formenti

6. Moving from Awareness to Action: Processes 
of Change through Transformative Social 
Justice Education, by Placida Gallegos & Steven 
Schapiro

7. What is the purpose of Transformative 
Learning?, by Knud Illeris

8. The process of transformation: Kegan's view 
through the lens of a film by Wenders, by Alexis 
Kokkos

9. Interpretation of Greek Drama for the 
Development of Critical Thinking, by Effrosyni 

Kostara

10. Learning and transformation: are we not 
transformed a little, every time we learn?, by 
George Koulaouzides

11. Re-narrating a Moral Self in a Neoliberal 
Context: Transformative Learning for Building 
Social Solidarities, by Elizabeth Lange

12. Reflections Behind Bars. Transformative 
Learning Inside the Prison, by Kostas Magos

13. Underneath the Ideals: The Prerequisites and 
Challenges of Reflection, by Kaisu Mälkki

14. The processing of perceptions of education 
students at the University: A composite 
approach through transformative learning and 
constructive developmental theory, by Natassa 
Raikou

15. ‘Love actually’: Transformative Learning meets 
Bildung, and the psychosocial concept of 
recognition, by Linden West

Based on their theme, we divided the papers in the four 
following groups:
A. Papers regarding theoretical approaches of 
Transformative Learning / critical reflection
B. Papers that deal with relational learning within TL
C. Papers regarding social change/empowerment
D. Papers regarding insights through learning experiences

In this first issue we present  the papers from the groups 
(B) and (C) and the papers of groups (A) and (D) will be 
presented in the issue of next February. In this issue you 
will also find information about the Network.
We hope that you will find this issue useful and interesting!

The convenοrs of the Network
- Dr Michel Alhadeff-Jones, Teachers College, Columbia University; Sunkhronos Institute, Switzerland 
- Dimitra Andritsakou, Hellenic Adult Education 
Association, Athens, Greece
- Prof. Alexis Kokkos, Hellenic Open University, Greece
- Dr. Anna Laros, University for Applied Sciences and Arts 
Northwestern Switzerland
- Prof. Linden West, Canterbury Christ Church University, 
UK

2

Editorial

3

An Invitation to participate

The aim of the network is to create space for enhancing 
international dialogue and research on transformative 
processes in learning, including notions of Transformative 
Learning (TL), and what this means and how it might best 
be facilitated. There is anxiety about the widespread use 
of the term ‚transformative‘ and the danger of it being 
emptied of meaning, reduced, perhaps, to little more than 
a marketing slogan. There is continuing debate about the 
nature and signficance of concepts of TL – and of what 
forms transform? as Robert Kegan famously framed it – 
as there is, more widely, about processes of adult 
learning of any significant kind. The debate includes the 
extent to which change processes are to be 
conceptualised as more than epistemic shifts, however 
profound, but are also deeply embodied, and or culturally 
embedded, as well as emotional, relational and even 
psychic in nature. There is dialogue too about the social 
as against the psychological dimensions of TL, with 
concern, perhaps, about the tendency to overly 
individualise/psychologise important transformative 
change processes. There may be more of a European 
emphasis here, if not exclusively so, in which historic 
traditions of radical popular education, for instance, were 
rooted in ideas of collective struggle and social 
transformation. There is also a rich international literature 
on the importance of cultivating critical self knowledge in 
transformative processes as well as psychoanalytically 
informed insights into the workings of unconscious 
processes in relationship to change and the capacity to 
think, in radically different ways, as well as resistance to 
these. The unconsious can be seen to function at the 
collective as well as individual level. Others may be 
anxious about confusing the practices of adult education 
and psychotherapy, seeing these as distinct and different 
domains.

In the new Network, we bring together diverse 

researchers/scholars from different countries to dialogue 
and explore transformative processes/TL, in theory and 
practice, philosophically, psychosocially, pedagogically 
and through the lens of different forms of research, 
theoretical lenses and disciplinary/interdisciplinary 
frames. We intend to cultivate a genuinely international 
dialogue involving new and experienced colleagues from 
all over Europe, and around the globe, to address such 
questions and to contribute to wider debate about the 
nature, purpose and possibilities of adult education in 
challenging times. There are many indications of support 
for the network: the Transformative Learning Conference 
of 2011 took place in Europe (Athens) for the first time, 
with 275 European participants. The sponsors of this 
initiative come from different parts of Europe. Provisional 
work programme: A first launch and planning meeting 
took place in Freiburg, 22nd of June. Members of the 
network will presented a symposium and gave other 
papers addressing key issues at the ESREA triennial 
conference in Berlin, from the 4th to the 7 th September 
2013.

If you are interested in the Network and want to find out 
more, please email Anna Laros: anna.laros at fhnw.ch.

We will place you on our mailing list and inform you of all 
future events: please do make contact with us.

Name of convenors of the Network:

- Dr Michel Alhadeff-Jones, Teachers College, Columbia 
University; Sunkhronos Institute, Switzerland 
- Dimitra Andritsakou, Hellenic Adult Education 
Association, Athens, Greece
- Prof. Alexis Kokkos, Hellenic Open University, Greece
- Dr. Anna Laros, University for Applied Sciences and Arts 
Northwestern Switzerland
- Prof. Linden West, Canterbury Christ Church University, 
UK
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ADULT EDUCATION

Abstract
This paper develops some ideas around the process of 
evaluation of transformative learning in higher education, 
more precisely in the context of a Master course. The 
case study (here only drafted) is based on a corpus of 
letters produced by graduate students at the end of a 
course whose explicit aim was TL. These texts contain 
interesting information about learning: metaphors of 
stability and uncertainty, emotions, the feeling of being 
challenged, disoriented and shaken, and different 
relational positions. Other data come from the teacher 
(and author of this paper), through auto-ethnographic 
writing and personal reflections. This research is a pilot 
project to be continued in the next year, with a more 
explicit involvement of the students as researchers in the 
whole process. The framework for this study is a 
systemic, dialogic and cooperative theory of learning; a 
qualitative and interpretative approach to research seems 
reasonable for TL, as it may celebrate a deeply subjective 
as well as relational view of learning. The paper is meant 
to be used during the conference to raise a debate about 
models/approaches of research for TL.

Foreword of the author
This paper is a work- in-progress theoret ica l , 
epistemological and methodological framework for a more 
data-based presentation that will be done during the 
conference. The research here addressed is only at its 
beginning. Some texts from the case study will be shared 
and discussed during the conference. The aim of the 
paper is to make connections between the systemic and 
complexity view and the theory of transformative learning 
as proposed by Jack Mezirow, but also in some of its 
more recent developments. At the same time, it tries to 
open space for a larger relational, contextual, dialogical 
and situational view of transformative learning.
I try to build a dialogical and contextual view of learning. 
This inevitably involves me as a researcher in a deep 
transformation of my role, way of doing, interpretation of 
“data” and development of theories. In my view, TL is not 
simply a theory to be juxtaposed to others. It evokes the 
researcher as an adult learner, and entails a critical 
reflection on presuppositions. This is why I use the first 
person in my paper: I cannot hide myself behind data, or 

theories, or my results.

Learning as the human way to coordination: a 
systemic epistemology

“How can I know what I think, if I have not yet 
talked to anybody?” (G. Cecchin)
“I think better with my mouth open” (J. Norris)

We need the Other to be able to develop our thinking. 
Conversations – not the individual “head” - are the locus 
of learning. My position in this paper is that human 
learning emerges from a composition of (inter)actions and 
meanings that opens space for (new) inter-action and 
meaning. In systemic theory learning is a word for human 
co-evolution, and the process of co-evolution is 
engendered by a “narration”, i.e. something that happens 
in language, an open, ongoing processes of “recursive 
consensual coordination of consensual coordinations of 
actions or distinctions” (Maturana, 1990, p. 93). Actions 
and distinctions are interconnected: in Maturana's view, 
human life happens at every single moment both in the 
physical and in the symbolic domain, their composition 
maintains the “structural coupling” that is necessary to 
live.
In this view, togetherness is a constitutive aspect of 
human life, and conversations (interactions in language) 
are the human solution to the necessity of coordination. 
Objects in language are “operationally obscure” but useful 
“for further recursive consensual coordinations of actions 
by the observers” (ivi.). Such common objects as a 
“family”, “identity”, and even “transformative learning” are 
considered as obscure linguistic objects that operate as 
tokens for coordination. They exist only in language.

“language is a closed operational domain in the sense 
that it is not possible to step outside language through 
l a n g u a g e , a n d d e s c r i p t i o n s c a n n o t b e 
characterizations of independent entities […] 
everything said is said by an observer to another 
observer […] Without observers nothing exists, and 
with observers everything that exists exists in 
explanation” (Maturana, 1990, p. 106-107).

TL AND TEACHING IN HE: FROM EVALUATION TO AN EMBODIED RELATIONAL THEORY
Our understanding of any linguistic object “resides 
in the circumstances of its enaction” (Maturana, 
1990, p. 100; see also Varela, Thompson, Rosch, 
1991).

“Interactions in language do not take place in a 
domain of abstractions; on the contrary, they take 
place in the corporality of the participants. 
In te ract ions in language are s t ructura l 
interactions” (Maturana, 1990, p. 94).

This brings us to the relevance, for research, of the body 
and bodily changes – emotions, feelings, perceptions – 
that are linked to narration, and to an embodied view of 
knowledge, stories, and learning itself.
Ontogenesis – the individual's development - is defined by 
Maturana as a “structural drift”, and by Bateson as co-
evolution of system and context. Self-narration is not only 
a way of telling one's story; it is an enacted version of it. 
While narrating, we enact our form.
These concepts offer a framework to review traditional 
ways of learning, teaching, and researching. How does an 
individual, a group, a whole culture, develop as a system 
by composing (inter)actions, learning, and meaning? An 
“ecology of ideas” (Bateson, 1976) shows coherence at 
different levels. In his first formulation of TL, Jack Mezirow 
made reference to Bateson, but his followers do not seem 
very interested to develop more on the connections 
between TL theory and systemic theory. What kind of 
research do we need to understand what is going on in 
learning, and TL?
Qualitative, narrative and participatory ways to research 
can be contexts where these questions have a meaning 
and researchers can become reflexive about the 
connections of different levels of learning. A dialogical way 
to knowledge, where learning experiences and contexts 
are narrated, analyzed and critically reflected upon, is a 
way to reveal the conditions of ontogenesis, hence the 
learning processes, their constraints and results. Not only 
for the individual, but for the system he/she is involved in.
Auto/biography (the slash is to state interdependence of I/
Other in the narrative conversation, see Merrill, West, 
2009) can be a learning experience if it creates space for 
critical, transformative learning (Bateson's level II or III, as 
we will show later on). Auto/biography is not only aimed to 
answe r t he ques t i on : “Wha t and how d id I 
learn?” (reflective question). It may also answers to 
another question: “How did I learn about learning 
i tse l f?” ( refl ex ive quest ion ) , when i t touches 
presuppositions, cultural frameworks, family scripts that 
were acting in the learning process.

Towards a dialogic reading of TL: Jack Mezirow 
meets Gregory Bateson

The theory of TL addresses a complex set of phenomena, 
where:

− frameworks of reference are shacked and 
challenged: epistemological dimension;
− learners gain a broader and deeper (or higher?) 

view of themselves and the world: personal paradigm;
− educational relationships in context change: 
collective transformation.

The word “learning” undoubtedly denotes change of some 
kind. To say what kind of change is a delicate matter. 
(Bateson, 1972, p. 283)

Bateson is focused on presuppositions about learning, i.e. 
beliefs and values. These are not usual words in research 
and education, that are increasingly empiricist, pragmatic, 
and sometimes anti-ecological fields. Research should not 
be alien from the “stuff” of relations and lived life; hence, it 
has to take into consideration its presuppositions and try 
to improve them. Questioning can help; in TL we are 
brought to question practices of knowledge (teaching, 
researching, understanding...) and their meaning. 
Disorienting dilemmas challenge our presuppositions, i.e. 
in batesonian terms, our (previous) learning contexts.
Learning contexts are inscribed in our biographies and 
identities; while we were learning how to write and read (to 
be a student), boil an egg (to be an experienced cook), 
manage anger, love, social embarrassment, conflict (to be 
“that kind of” relational person), take choices and run risks 
(to be an agent), take care of a child (to be a good enough 
parent), organize our and others' work (to be a manager), 
to use a smartphone (to be cool and update)... in all these 
(and thousands other) examples of learning we were also 
learning presuppositions, i.e. the “how” and “why” and 
“with whom” and “what for”. We learn through 
(inter)action, experience, and conversations. And we build 
our identities (as shown in parenthesis). TL could be re-
interpreted as a process of identity learning (Illeris, 2014).
Learning, hence, is a multiple, systemic and stratified 
phenomenon that involves biological, psychological, 
relational, situational, institutional, social levels. The 
common view of learning as happening inside the 
individual is too reductive. Learning happens in the space 
of life, and human life is social and communicative; its 
results are socially constructed as well as biologically 
rooted.
For example, in family learning, anybody learns how to be 
a child, parent, lover “in this family”, as a local culture and 
system of interrelations, and this is related to the body 
and its functioning on one side and to the wider social and 
cultural processes on the other side. In these complex 
multi-layered interrelated processes people learn about 
gender, roles and scripts, care, love and hate. These 
learning processes are trans-individual, as they belong to 
the individual as well as the collective subject (the 
“family”), they are interdependent. The biographical 
standard in Western cultures is based on singular stories, 
told by an individual artificially isolated from his/her living 
relational context. To understand learning in the family I 
need to understand the “proximal system” (meso level), 
defined as a network of inter-dependent recursive 
relationships that come to define a “we-system”.
Learning is stratified and ubiquitous. Bateson (1972) 
labeled as “learning” the capacity to give the same 
answer to the same stimulus: Learning 0 is a form of 
learning, he stated, since it is the presupposition and the 
basis for all the other forms.

Laura Formenti
Università degli Studi Milano Bicocca 

Transformative Learning and teaching in 
Higher Education: from evaluation to an 
embodied relational theory
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This brings us to the relevance, for research, of the body 
and bodily changes – emotions, feelings, perceptions – 
that are linked to narration, and to an embodied view of 
knowledge, stories, and learning itself.
Ontogenesis – the individual's development - is defined by 
Maturana as a “structural drift”, and by Bateson as co-
evolution of system and context. Self-narration is not only 
a way of telling one's story; it is an enacted version of it. 
While narrating, we enact our form.
These concepts offer a framework to review traditional 
ways of learning, teaching, and researching. How does an 
individual, a group, a whole culture, develop as a system 
by composing (inter)actions, learning, and meaning? An 
“ecology of ideas” (Bateson, 1976) shows coherence at 
different levels. In his first formulation of TL, Jack Mezirow 
made reference to Bateson, but his followers do not seem 
very interested to develop more on the connections 
between TL theory and systemic theory. What kind of 
research do we need to understand what is going on in 
learning, and TL?
Qualitative, narrative and participatory ways to research 
can be contexts where these questions have a meaning 
and researchers can become reflexive about the 
connections of different levels of learning. A dialogical way 
to knowledge, where learning experiences and contexts 
are narrated, analyzed and critically reflected upon, is a 
way to reveal the conditions of ontogenesis, hence the 
learning processes, their constraints and results. Not only 
for the individual, but for the system he/she is involved in.
Auto/biography (the slash is to state interdependence of I/
Other in the narrative conversation, see Merrill, West, 
2009) can be a learning experience if it creates space for 
critical, transformative learning (Bateson's level II or III, as 
we will show later on). Auto/biography is not only aimed to 
answe r t he ques t i on : “Wha t and how d id I 
learn?” (reflective question). It may also answers to 
another question: “How did I learn about learning 
i tse l f?” ( refl ex ive quest ion ) , when i t touches 
presuppositions, cultural frameworks, family scripts that 
were acting in the learning process.

Towards a dialogic reading of TL: Jack Mezirow 
meets Gregory Bateson

The theory of TL addresses a complex set of phenomena, 
where:

− frameworks of reference are shacked and 
challenged: epistemological dimension;
− learners gain a broader and deeper (or higher?) 

view of themselves and the world: personal paradigm;
− educational relationships in context change: 
collective transformation.

The word “learning” undoubtedly denotes change of some 
kind. To say what kind of change is a delicate matter. 
(Bateson, 1972, p. 283)

Bateson is focused on presuppositions about learning, i.e. 
beliefs and values. These are not usual words in research 
and education, that are increasingly empiricist, pragmatic, 
and sometimes anti-ecological fields. Research should not 
be alien from the “stuff” of relations and lived life; hence, it 
has to take into consideration its presuppositions and try 
to improve them. Questioning can help; in TL we are 
brought to question practices of knowledge (teaching, 
researching, understanding...) and their meaning. 
Disorienting dilemmas challenge our presuppositions, i.e. 
in batesonian terms, our (previous) learning contexts.
Learning contexts are inscribed in our biographies and 
identities; while we were learning how to write and read (to 
be a student), boil an egg (to be an experienced cook), 
manage anger, love, social embarrassment, conflict (to be 
“that kind of” relational person), take choices and run risks 
(to be an agent), take care of a child (to be a good enough 
parent), organize our and others' work (to be a manager), 
to use a smartphone (to be cool and update)... in all these 
(and thousands other) examples of learning we were also 
learning presuppositions, i.e. the “how” and “why” and 
“with whom” and “what for”. We learn through 
(inter)action, experience, and conversations. And we build 
our identities (as shown in parenthesis). TL could be re-
interpreted as a process of identity learning (Illeris, 2014).
Learning, hence, is a multiple, systemic and stratified 
phenomenon that involves biological, psychological, 
relational, situational, institutional, social levels. The 
common view of learning as happening inside the 
individual is too reductive. Learning happens in the space 
of life, and human life is social and communicative; its 
results are socially constructed as well as biologically 
rooted.
For example, in family learning, anybody learns how to be 
a child, parent, lover “in this family”, as a local culture and 
system of interrelations, and this is related to the body 
and its functioning on one side and to the wider social and 
cultural processes on the other side. In these complex 
multi-layered interrelated processes people learn about 
gender, roles and scripts, care, love and hate. These 
learning processes are trans-individual, as they belong to 
the individual as well as the collective subject (the 
“family”), they are interdependent. The biographical 
standard in Western cultures is based on singular stories, 
told by an individual artificially isolated from his/her living 
relational context. To understand learning in the family I 
need to understand the “proximal system” (meso level), 
defined as a network of inter-dependent recursive 
relationships that come to define a “we-system”.
Learning is stratified and ubiquitous. Bateson (1972) 
labeled as “learning” the capacity to give the same 
answer to the same stimulus: Learning 0 is a form of 
learning, he stated, since it is the presupposition and the 
basis for all the other forms.
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In Bateson's hierarchy of logical levels, Learning I is what 
we commonly define as “learning” in a variety of cases: 
habituation, Pavlovian conditioning, instrumental reward 
and avoidance, rote learning, extinction or inhibition of 
previous answers... He proposes an analogy with the laws 
of motion: if “position” or zero motion is Learning 0, then 
“motion” is Learning I and “acceleration” is Learning III. 
So:

Learning I is change in specificity of response by 
correction of errors of choice within a set of 
alternatives.
Learning II is change in the process of Learning I, 
i.e. a corrective change in the set of alternatives 
[…] (Bateson, 1972, p. 293).

“Learning to learn”, “transfer of learning”, “meta-
cognition” and “reflexivity” belong to this level of learning, 
where the learner is brought to a different view, a “change 
in how the sequence of experience is punctuated” (ivi.), or 
“transformative learning” (Mezirow, 1991). Bateson also 
used the term “deuterolearning”. A living being who is 
raised in a Pavlovian context or an instrumental context 
will anticipate further contexts coherently with her 
experience.

“experience of one or more contexts of the 
Pavlovian type results in the animal's acting in 
some later context as though this, too, had the 
Pavlovian contingency pattern. Similarly, if past 
experience of instrumental sequences leads an 
animal to act in some later context as though 
expecting this also to be an instrumental context, 
we shall again say that Learning II has 
occurred” (Bateson, 1972, p. 294).

Following this theory, we must recognize that TL (if it 
corresponds to deuterolearning) can happen outside of 
consc ious purpose. Educators , psych ia t r is ts , 
anthropologists, parents are experts (maybe unaware 
experts) of deuterolearning, as they “must use in their 
thinking a variety of assumptions about Learning II” (ivi., p. 
297). There are at least three cases where Learning II is at 
stake:

− t h e b u i l d i n g o f w h a t w e c a l l 
“character” (Illeris 2014, TL as search for identity);
− the punctuation of interactions;
− the phenomena that psychoanalysis calls 
“transference” and “counter-transference”.

Learning contexts tend to be self-validating; hence, 
Learning II is “almost ineradicable” in Bateson's view; it 
digs deeply into early years; it is unconscious, but not 
“repressed” in Freudian terms: simply, it happens in 
corporeality and builds habits.

“Subjectively we are aware of our 'dependency' 
but unable to say clearly how this pattern was 
constructed nor what cues were used in our 
creation of it” (Bateson, 1972, p. 301, italics are 
mine).

Biographical research, by pointing to the “how” and cues 
of past experience, opens space for reflexivity (second 
level of reflection) about learning and deuterolearning.

Learning III seems very rare. A change of premises can 
happen at level II, but level III entails a deep questioning of 
one's premises, a transformation of the whole personality, 
of the philosophy of life, like in conversion, illumination or 
deep healing. Learning III brings

“a greater flexibility in the premises acquired by 
the process of Learning II – a freedom from their 
bondage. […] But any freedom from the bondage 
of habit must also denote a profound redefinition 
of the self”. (Bateson, 1972, p. 304). 

After this kind of transformation, the concept of “self” 
seems to become less pivotal in the punctuation of 
subjective experience; as in some Zen stories or in 
Western mystics. Is this still TL, or should we address 
different levels of transformation?

Honoring life: what kind of research do we need?

What is certainly true is that many (ethical, aesthetical, 
epistemological, cultural) presuppositions are involved in 
researching human learning. We become aware of them 
only in intercultural dialogue, i.e. when they are 
challenged. Research may implement processes aimed to 
systematically challenge our perspectives, hence to 
facilitate the researcher's TL.
Besides, we need forms of research that can honor and 
celebrate the systemic nature, complexity and even 
mystery of learning. Adult learning research is often 
focused on individual subjects, their achievements, their 
strategies and representations; this focus is culturally, 
socially, historically biased. The interplay of individual, 
social and situational determinants in learning needs to be 
celebrated by implementing new frameworks for research. 
In the systemic view, the composition of different sights or 
levels brings to a double or multiple description, as in 
binocular vision, that “adds an extra dimension to 
seeing” (Bateson, 1979, p. 78). Inter and trans-
disciplinarity becomes highly desirable. Arts – literature, 
poetry, drama, painting, music - add another dimension to 
it. Multiple descriptions may bring forth a richer synthesis 
of different aspects and layers in human life, learning, 
experience.

“... our great universities believe there is such a 
thing as psychology which is different from 
sociology, and such a thing as anthropology which 
is different from both, and such a thing as 
aesthetics or art criticism [...] and that the world is 
made of separable items of knowledge in which, if 
you were a student, you could be examined by a 
series of disconnected questions called true or 
false quizzes – quiz-bits, as you might say. And 
the first point I want to get over to you is that the 

 world is not like that at all – or, let us be more 
polite: the world in which I live is not like that at 
all...” (Gregory Bateson, in the movie “An Ecology 
of Mind”, by Nora Bateson, 2010)

Verbs such as “to honor”, “to celebrate”, do not belong to 
the common vocabulary of research, where no space is 
left for “systemic wisdom”, as Bateson named it. 
Disconnected knowledge produces effects on a global 
scale. Its diabolic work (dia-ballein in Ancient Greek means 
“separate”, “divide”) may be counterbalanced by symbolic 
actions (syn-ballein, “unify”), i.e. aesthetic representations 
where “the real stuff of life” is presented through stories 
(“thinking in terms of stories”, Bateson 1979, p. 14) and 
split parts are re-harmonized. Aesthetic knowledge 
(presentational knowledge, Heron 1996) should be 
integrated in research, so as to bring it beyond mere 
description and explanation (even beyond words and 
wordly knowledge).
Another aspect of research is its partiality: human beings 
are able to represent only a small part of their complexity, 
but we do not need it to be reductive or overly simplified: it 
can be complex, like in holograms or miniatures. The 
“embodied narratives” (Formenti, West, Horsdal, 2014) 
that may be told here-and-now, during a conversation 
happening in a specific place and time, work as emerging 
complex objects created by and through interaction. There 
is a complex social system around any narration, of which 
we should be aware: questions are asked (or not), some 
power structure is always in place (the researcher or 
teacher, institutional roles), a material and symbolic space 
is created, with hidden unconscious dimensions (is it a 
safe enough space? West, 2014). This situation acts as a 
whole system of codified information; most of this stuff will 
remain unconscious, not least because it would be anti-
economic to try to gain omniscient knowledge about it (a 
route to madness, probably).

The ethical imperative: “Act always so as to 
increase the number of choices”
The aesthetical imperative: “If you desire to see, 
learn how to act”. (von Foerster, 1984, pp. 60-61).

A systemic view of research calls for responsibility. A 
researcher has a position (Learning 0) in relation to his/her 
own search. Neutrality is not possible. Decisions are taken 
about the method, setting, ethical code... There is a 
personal side to it: the researcher's story, feelings, 
previous learning entail a set of presuppositions and 
interplay with the questions or stories he/she is working 
with (Merrill, West, 2009). Analysis and interpretation of 
data, in this context, calls for agency and responsibility:

“Autonomy implies responsibility: if I am the only 
one who decides how I act, then I am responsible 
for my action. Since the rule of the most popular 
game played today is to make someone else 
responsible for my acts – the name of the game is 
“heteronomy” - my arguments make, I understand, 
a most unpopular claim” (Foerster, 1984, p. 59).

Research may be interpreted as a context of human 

learning. It can open possibilities for Learning I, II and even 
III. It can cast some light on the constraints and structures 
that were built in the research procedures. Responsibility 
and agency of the researcher, as well as the participants, 
need reflexivity and critical thinking.

Art and dialogue: ways to honor stories and 
propitiate learning

“By aesthetic [bias], I mean responsive to the 
pattern which connects. […] How are you related 
to this creature? What pattern connects you to 
it?” (Bateson, 1979, p. 9).

Dialogic, multiple, reflexive ways of building knowledge (in 
training, research, and everyday life) can help to foster a 
complex view of adult learning, that entails the Other 
(researcher, participant, reader) as an inside–observer of 
the process of learning. In dialogic research, researchers 
and participants (and even readers) are actively involved in 
conversations, to build meaning through them. They are 
invited to honor their differences and find ways to 
compose their sights.
A way to do that is through critical sharing of self-narration 
and the narration of experience, a human widespread 
activity, rooted in our biology and ubiquitous, as it was 
said above: by telling our stories we coordinate with each 
other and build shared meaning. Self-narrating answers to 
basic questions: “Who am I for you? Who are you for me?” 
Can (or should) I take care of you? Can I learn from you?
Unvoiced and unseen stories need to find their space. 
“Who” is a question that evokes uniqueness, recognition, 
freedom. “What” evokes categories, objectification, 
colonization of lives, acts against human becoming.
The relational dimension of narration is very strong in the 
European literary tradition. Poems of the ancient times 
built a culturally shared idea of the importance of 
interpersonal links: friendship, love, hate, carefulness, 
competition, trust... Hence, self-narration became a very 
common enactment of the self, a “technology” of the self 
(Foucault,   ). The need to tell our story is equal only to the 
need of being told by the Other (Cavarero, 1994).

“How can I know who I am, if I have not yet talked 
to anybody?” 

There are different ways to do dialogic research: co-
operative research (Heron, 1996), duoethnography (Norris, 
Sawyer, Lund, 2012; Sawyer, Norris, 2013), art-based 
narrative and performative research (Gergen, Gergen, 
2012), and biographical learning oriented cooperative 
inquiry (Formenti, 2005, 2008, 2012). These methods are 
aimed to implement specific forms of conversation and to 
raise qualitative “data”, to build trans-individual and trans-
cultural knowledge about learning. They implement a 
learning experience themselves, as they involve adults 
learners in different settings (e.g. teachers, educators, 
parents, students in HE) in an exploration of their 
presuppositions about learning, its roots in experience, its 
subjective and cultural representations, and its practices.

TL AND TEACHING IN HE: FROM EVALUATION TO AN EMBODIED RELATIONAL THEORYADULT EDUCATION
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In Bateson's hierarchy of logical levels, Learning I is what 
we commonly define as “learning” in a variety of cases: 
habituation, Pavlovian conditioning, instrumental reward 
and avoidance, rote learning, extinction or inhibition of 
previous answers... He proposes an analogy with the laws 
of motion: if “position” or zero motion is Learning 0, then 
“motion” is Learning I and “acceleration” is Learning III. 
So:

Learning I is change in specificity of response by 
correction of errors of choice within a set of 
alternatives.
Learning II is change in the process of Learning I, 
i.e. a corrective change in the set of alternatives 
[…] (Bateson, 1972, p. 293).

“Learning to learn”, “transfer of learning”, “meta-
cognition” and “reflexivity” belong to this level of learning, 
where the learner is brought to a different view, a “change 
in how the sequence of experience is punctuated” (ivi.), or 
“transformative learning” (Mezirow, 1991). Bateson also 
used the term “deuterolearning”. A living being who is 
raised in a Pavlovian context or an instrumental context 
will anticipate further contexts coherently with her 
experience.

“experience of one or more contexts of the 
Pavlovian type results in the animal's acting in 
some later context as though this, too, had the 
Pavlovian contingency pattern. Similarly, if past 
experience of instrumental sequences leads an 
animal to act in some later context as though 
expecting this also to be an instrumental context, 
we shall again say that Learning II has 
occurred” (Bateson, 1972, p. 294).

Following this theory, we must recognize that TL (if it 
corresponds to deuterolearning) can happen outside of 
consc ious purpose. Educators , psych ia t r is ts , 
anthropologists, parents are experts (maybe unaware 
experts) of deuterolearning, as they “must use in their 
thinking a variety of assumptions about Learning II” (ivi., p. 
297). There are at least three cases where Learning II is at 
stake:

− t h e b u i l d i n g o f w h a t w e c a l l 
“character” (Illeris 2014, TL as search for identity);
− the punctuation of interactions;
− the phenomena that psychoanalysis calls 
“transference” and “counter-transference”.

Learning contexts tend to be self-validating; hence, 
Learning II is “almost ineradicable” in Bateson's view; it 
digs deeply into early years; it is unconscious, but not 
“repressed” in Freudian terms: simply, it happens in 
corporeality and builds habits.

“Subjectively we are aware of our 'dependency' 
but unable to say clearly how this pattern was 
constructed nor what cues were used in our 
creation of it” (Bateson, 1972, p. 301, italics are 
mine).

Biographical research, by pointing to the “how” and cues 
of past experience, opens space for reflexivity (second 
level of reflection) about learning and deuterolearning.

Learning III seems very rare. A change of premises can 
happen at level II, but level III entails a deep questioning of 
one's premises, a transformation of the whole personality, 
of the philosophy of life, like in conversion, illumination or 
deep healing. Learning III brings

“a greater flexibility in the premises acquired by 
the process of Learning II – a freedom from their 
bondage. […] But any freedom from the bondage 
of habit must also denote a profound redefinition 
of the self”. (Bateson, 1972, p. 304). 

After this kind of transformation, the concept of “self” 
seems to become less pivotal in the punctuation of 
subjective experience; as in some Zen stories or in 
Western mystics. Is this still TL, or should we address 
different levels of transformation?

Honoring life: what kind of research do we need?

What is certainly true is that many (ethical, aesthetical, 
epistemological, cultural) presuppositions are involved in 
researching human learning. We become aware of them 
only in intercultural dialogue, i.e. when they are 
challenged. Research may implement processes aimed to 
systematically challenge our perspectives, hence to 
facilitate the researcher's TL.
Besides, we need forms of research that can honor and 
celebrate the systemic nature, complexity and even 
mystery of learning. Adult learning research is often 
focused on individual subjects, their achievements, their 
strategies and representations; this focus is culturally, 
socially, historically biased. The interplay of individual, 
social and situational determinants in learning needs to be 
celebrated by implementing new frameworks for research. 
In the systemic view, the composition of different sights or 
levels brings to a double or multiple description, as in 
binocular vision, that “adds an extra dimension to 
seeing” (Bateson, 1979, p. 78). Inter and trans-
disciplinarity becomes highly desirable. Arts – literature, 
poetry, drama, painting, music - add another dimension to 
it. Multiple descriptions may bring forth a richer synthesis 
of different aspects and layers in human life, learning, 
experience.

“... our great universities believe there is such a 
thing as psychology which is different from 
sociology, and such a thing as anthropology which 
is different from both, and such a thing as 
aesthetics or art criticism [...] and that the world is 
made of separable items of knowledge in which, if 
you were a student, you could be examined by a 
series of disconnected questions called true or 
false quizzes – quiz-bits, as you might say. And 
the first point I want to get over to you is that the 

 world is not like that at all – or, let us be more 
polite: the world in which I live is not like that at 
all...” (Gregory Bateson, in the movie “An Ecology 
of Mind”, by Nora Bateson, 2010)

Verbs such as “to honor”, “to celebrate”, do not belong to 
the common vocabulary of research, where no space is 
left for “systemic wisdom”, as Bateson named it. 
Disconnected knowledge produces effects on a global 
scale. Its diabolic work (dia-ballein in Ancient Greek means 
“separate”, “divide”) may be counterbalanced by symbolic 
actions (syn-ballein, “unify”), i.e. aesthetic representations 
where “the real stuff of life” is presented through stories 
(“thinking in terms of stories”, Bateson 1979, p. 14) and 
split parts are re-harmonized. Aesthetic knowledge 
(presentational knowledge, Heron 1996) should be 
integrated in research, so as to bring it beyond mere 
description and explanation (even beyond words and 
wordly knowledge).
Another aspect of research is its partiality: human beings 
are able to represent only a small part of their complexity, 
but we do not need it to be reductive or overly simplified: it 
can be complex, like in holograms or miniatures. The 
“embodied narratives” (Formenti, West, Horsdal, 2014) 
that may be told here-and-now, during a conversation 
happening in a specific place and time, work as emerging 
complex objects created by and through interaction. There 
is a complex social system around any narration, of which 
we should be aware: questions are asked (or not), some 
power structure is always in place (the researcher or 
teacher, institutional roles), a material and symbolic space 
is created, with hidden unconscious dimensions (is it a 
safe enough space? West, 2014). This situation acts as a 
whole system of codified information; most of this stuff will 
remain unconscious, not least because it would be anti-
economic to try to gain omniscient knowledge about it (a 
route to madness, probably).

The ethical imperative: “Act always so as to 
increase the number of choices”
The aesthetical imperative: “If you desire to see, 
learn how to act”. (von Foerster, 1984, pp. 60-61).

A systemic view of research calls for responsibility. A 
researcher has a position (Learning 0) in relation to his/her 
own search. Neutrality is not possible. Decisions are taken 
about the method, setting, ethical code... There is a 
personal side to it: the researcher's story, feelings, 
previous learning entail a set of presuppositions and 
interplay with the questions or stories he/she is working 
with (Merrill, West, 2009). Analysis and interpretation of 
data, in this context, calls for agency and responsibility:

“Autonomy implies responsibility: if I am the only 
one who decides how I act, then I am responsible 
for my action. Since the rule of the most popular 
game played today is to make someone else 
responsible for my acts – the name of the game is 
“heteronomy” - my arguments make, I understand, 
a most unpopular claim” (Foerster, 1984, p. 59).

Research may be interpreted as a context of human 

learning. It can open possibilities for Learning I, II and even 
III. It can cast some light on the constraints and structures 
that were built in the research procedures. Responsibility 
and agency of the researcher, as well as the participants, 
need reflexivity and critical thinking.

Art and dialogue: ways to honor stories and 
propitiate learning

“By aesthetic [bias], I mean responsive to the 
pattern which connects. […] How are you related 
to this creature? What pattern connects you to 
it?” (Bateson, 1979, p. 9).

Dialogic, multiple, reflexive ways of building knowledge (in 
training, research, and everyday life) can help to foster a 
complex view of adult learning, that entails the Other 
(researcher, participant, reader) as an inside–observer of 
the process of learning. In dialogic research, researchers 
and participants (and even readers) are actively involved in 
conversations, to build meaning through them. They are 
invited to honor their differences and find ways to 
compose their sights.
A way to do that is through critical sharing of self-narration 
and the narration of experience, a human widespread 
activity, rooted in our biology and ubiquitous, as it was 
said above: by telling our stories we coordinate with each 
other and build shared meaning. Self-narrating answers to 
basic questions: “Who am I for you? Who are you for me?” 
Can (or should) I take care of you? Can I learn from you?
Unvoiced and unseen stories need to find their space. 
“Who” is a question that evokes uniqueness, recognition, 
freedom. “What” evokes categories, objectification, 
colonization of lives, acts against human becoming.
The relational dimension of narration is very strong in the 
European literary tradition. Poems of the ancient times 
built a culturally shared idea of the importance of 
interpersonal links: friendship, love, hate, carefulness, 
competition, trust... Hence, self-narration became a very 
common enactment of the self, a “technology” of the self 
(Foucault,   ). The need to tell our story is equal only to the 
need of being told by the Other (Cavarero, 1994).

“How can I know who I am, if I have not yet talked 
to anybody?” 

There are different ways to do dialogic research: co-
operative research (Heron, 1996), duoethnography (Norris, 
Sawyer, Lund, 2012; Sawyer, Norris, 2013), art-based 
narrative and performative research (Gergen, Gergen, 
2012), and biographical learning oriented cooperative 
inquiry (Formenti, 2005, 2008, 2012). These methods are 
aimed to implement specific forms of conversation and to 
raise qualitative “data”, to build trans-individual and trans-
cultural knowledge about learning. They implement a 
learning experience themselves, as they involve adults 
learners in different settings (e.g. teachers, educators, 
parents, students in HE) in an exploration of their 
presuppositions about learning, its roots in experience, its 
subjective and cultural representations, and its practices.

TL AND TEACHING IN HE: FROM EVALUATION TO AN EMBODIED RELATIONAL THEORYADULT EDUCATION



98

Cooperative inquiry implements several cycles where lived 
experience, aesthetic representation, col lective 
sensemaking and deliberate action are interconnected. 
This method, proposed by John Heron (1996), may be 
“biographically and learning oriented” when the lived 
experience of participants is explored through 
autobiographic writing. The four kinds of knowledge – 
biographic, symbolic, theoretical, practical (or: 
experiential, presentational, propositional, practical, see 
Heron, 1996) – are here composed in one and the same 
process. All participants are researchers.
Duoethnography is a recently developed method to build 
critical thinking starting from the researchers' experience 
and analysis of their cultures (family, school, institution, 
ethnic community, political group, etc.). The researchers 
involved are “persons of difference” (Norris, Sawyer, 2012): 
they search for a “double description” of the experience 
they are investigating, deeply questioned in view of 
avoiding any “master story” or “saturated story” that can 
emerge from a less critical process. The batesonian notion 
of information as a difference that makes a difference is 
here translated into a methodological tenet (Sawyer, 
Norris, Formenti, 2014).
Art-based research is not a method, but a large and 
diverse approach in qualitative inquiry entailing a more 
radical trans-disciplinary step. As an example, “creative 
life writing” (Hunt, 2013) in group settings with 
professionals is used to foster both reflection and 
reflexivity. As a form of aesthetic knowledge, it can also 
enter in cooperative inquiry and duoethnography. Art 
(images, drawing, photographs, video, dance, music, 
drama) can be proposed in auto/biographic research to 
provoke narration, to sustain the development of (new) 
stories and meaning. It can propitiate reflexivity and TL, 
sinces it brings difference, abduction and deepness in the 
way a story is told.
These methods pose new problems of validity, reliability, 
generalization, but they are valuable as they produce deep 
critical insights, not only in the researcher, but in 
participants and potentially in the readers too, who 
become a part of the systemic process of research (Norris, 
Sawyer, 2012).

Evaluation of learning as a collective inquiry: TL in 
a course on Family Counselling

Another course has finished. I feel exhausted, but 
it was a good session. Students seemed glued to 
their chairs, not wanting to leave. There was so 
much thinking and talking in the last 3 hours... We 
tried to take out as much as possible from our 
understanding of what this course has been, has 
meant to all of us. We followed, once again, 
Heron's steps: first, contact your experience, by 
using auto-ethnographic writing to remember 
(“radical memory”) that moment, in the last three 
months, when you had an insight, or a thrill, about 
some idea or experience. Then, each person in the 
room draw a symbol (some of them preferred to 
write a poem, a haiku) to represent the object – la 
res – of this course.

They have learnt to appreciate these moments, 
when all talking stops, and each student in the 
room works alone with the others in silent 
meditation to produce a piece of art, as an 
expression of his, her, imagination, emotions, 
mysterious thoughts. Is this “thinking”? Yes, I think 
so. It is the more ancient and wise form of thinking 
for the humankind. Art gives a form to some 
knowledge that is underscored by the academy, 
and so far from expectations that it needs to be re-
discovered... learners have heart,  soul, and a 
body. They are not only brains.
The spiral went on and on. After the step of 
aesthetic representation, students formed groups 
and discussed about their writing, their metaphors, 
shared ideas. We wrote on the blackboard all the 
concepts and connections they had done. 
Intelligent understanding (in Italian, it sounds more 
like intelligent comprehension, co-grasping).
And then, to close the cycle of cooperative inquiry, 
we had a discussion about “what's next”? What 
kind of action, or intention, comes from what I 
have experienced here, during this course? Can I 
use this understanding in my work, in my life?
If I like so much cooperative inquiry is because it 
really fosters reflection and reflexivity, as in this 
case. I had never thought, before today, to use it 
as a framework to assess my courses. But since it 
became my method for teaching, it was natural to 
use it also for evaluation.

A good enough theory for learning must take into 
consideration its evaluation: how and when can we say 
that TL has occurred? Who is entitled to assess it, if not 
the learners? But how, in relation to which/whose aims, 
presuppositions, practices? TL as a theory prizes 
reflexivity and a critical view: can these features be 
implemented in a course, and in the process of evaluation 
of its outcome?
These questions were raised in relation to an evaluation 
session, held in december 2013, where an embodied, 
interpersonal and co-operative method was used in the 
class to evaluate a course in Pedagogical Sciences 
(Family Counselling: theories and practices), whose 
explicit aim was to foster TL in the students. The brief 
auto-ethnographic text above tells the circumstances of 
this “experiment” where I decided to use cooperative 
inquiry and the notion of TL in final evaluation.
The pedagogy of the course (72 hours, 40-50 students) 
was based on the systemic view and the building of a 
collective Mind (Bateson, 1976) through co-operative 
based teaching (Heron, 1996; Formenti, 2008, 2009) that 
involved participants as researchers in:

a) exploration of personal experience (experiential 
knowledge) about the themes of the course;
b) self-narration, body pedagogy, creative writing 
and aesthet ic languages (presentat ional 
knowledge);
c) reflexive and critical thinking, hypothesization 
(Selvini , Boscolo, Cecchin, Prata, 1980) 
(propositional knowledge) and the building of a 
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 “satisfying theory” (Formenti, 2008);
d) deliberate actions and projects (practical 
knowledge) related to professional experience.

The final lesson was organized as a huge exercise of 
collective evaluation (3 hours), where the 4 passages listed 
above were used to critically analyze the course and its 
outcomes. After the collective conversation, each student 
was invited to write a letter to the teacher, to voice his/her 
own ideas, hidden thoughts and criticisms in a more 
private way. 35 letters were gathered and analyzed.
A course in HE is a challenging experience of learning and 
teaching. An adult – the teacher – meets other adult 
learners, for a defined time and with defined constraints, 
with the task to foster their learning. Issues of power are 
always there. There is a content of the course, goals are 
fixed in advance, and learners are expected to develop 
their abilities, knowledge, competence, and – even if this is 
less recognized in university – identities, in a way that is 
very rarely self-determined.
The course of “Family counselling: theories and practices” 
is a part of the curriculum for Pedagogical Sciences, 
where students learn to become “pedagogists”: in Italy 
these professionals work in educational settings to foster, 
monitor, evaluate good practices, to sustain programs, to 
solve problems and offer consultation to other 
professionals (teachers, social workers), volunteer, 
parents, officials, to develop their educational roles and 
abilities.
It is a relational profession: the pedagogist needs to listen 
to the other's voice, needs, questions, and understand, 
legitimate, offer recognition to them, in order to be able to 
position him/herself in a useful way, both towards the 
individual and to the proximal system (the family in a wide 
sense). He/she also needs to be able to read the context, 
the cultural and institutional frameworks where his/her 
work is done (school, social service, community, tribunal, 
loisir...). Besides, there is a larger framework – society, 
historical moment, ongoing changes in the world – that 
needs to be taken into consideration. Since the course has 
a systemic view, all these different levels and frameworks 
are taken into consideration.
This brought me to consider TL as a legitimate goal for my 
teaching. Pedagogists have to do with a lot of frameworks. 
Very often, conflicting ones. They need to learn the “art of 
creative management of conflicts” (Sclavi, 2003) through a 
deep understanding of how frameworks work (ivi). TL 
offers some valuable insights on how adults learn to 
change their frameworks, and how to teach – or better 
foster – it. TL theory brings a distinction between the 
“simple” change of a set of ideas, that is not necessarily 
transformative, and the change of someone's ways to 
frame the world, its objects (the “family”, for example), and 
oneself. What kind of clues can I use to say that my 
course brought to transformative learning? Is a text (a 
sentence, a letter, a statement in a conversation) able to 
convey this meaning?

I remember the first lesson when you said that the 
objective of the course was to transform. At the beginning 
I hold fast, I was skeptical... I was scared when I realized 
how much some issues could touch me deeply... I asked to 
myself which other positions I could have taken in that 

situation...

[…] like a questioning, left suspended, a way to highlight 
one's points of view, a complex punctuation... sometimes 
difficult to be maintained and accepted, but able to create 
beauty in its own small way

… instead of giving concepts [the course] offered a way to 
manage them, instead of giving methods it gave ways to 
see things. Now I am much more confused than before, 
but feeling that I have the tools to satisfy my hunger for 
knowledge...

… it was like rough water... sometimes I bumped into 
rocks... I felt cold... it has been painful... now I recognize 
punctuations in me, in the other, and I feel blocked... 

… sometimes I feel like a tree, well rooted in its ground, 
that needs stability, and fears the wind, since it could crack 
it.... as a conclusion I will only say that for the first time I 
was able to intervene in the class...

… I was scared by uncertainty, by dilemmas, by questions 
that opened to other questions instead of receiving an 
answer. During this course I did not learn to accept 
uncertainty, but I began to reflect on the possibility to live 
with. Uncertainty is not unsecurity, it is reflection, self-
critique, silence...

… each time that I had to write... I realized that “my old 
patterns” always came out... last week for the first time I 
used another way to communicate... (Alessia)

The course left many open questions, and I hope I will find 
answers in the books

These are qualitative data and require interpretative 
analysis, that is not yet completed, since a dialogic 
method will be used for it.
The well-known path of “good empirical research” asks to 
operationalize the concept, find a good way to measure it, 
collect evidences that the phenomena we are looking for 
have really happened. This is suggested by those who are 
working hard towrds making TL accepted as a leading 
theory in adult education and who signal the critical 
aspects of this theory and research connected to it (Taylor 
and Laros, 2014, in press).
I am following here another path, starting from a different 
point of view, i.e. the meaning that subjects who are 
involved in the process of learning give to their experience. 
And I consider myself as one of those subjects. Who is 
entitled to say that there is (or not) TL? Learners 
themselves, but also other subjects who are involved in 
the process, i.e teachers, educators, researchers... They 
will see different things, in relation to their aims, 
presuppositions, practices, roles. Here is when a dialogic 
methods becomes of great importance.
The insider's view – the experience of TL seen from the 
perspective of the learner – and the critical view – that 
focuses frameworks - are difficult to be attained by 
traditional evidence-based research. They require a 
different paradigm, more subjective and based on 
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Cooperative inquiry implements several cycles where lived 
experience, aesthetic representation, col lective 
sensemaking and deliberate action are interconnected. 
This method, proposed by John Heron (1996), may be 
“biographically and learning oriented” when the lived 
experience of participants is explored through 
autobiographic writing. The four kinds of knowledge – 
biographic, symbolic, theoretical, practical (or: 
experiential, presentational, propositional, practical, see 
Heron, 1996) – are here composed in one and the same 
process. All participants are researchers.
Duoethnography is a recently developed method to build 
critical thinking starting from the researchers' experience 
and analysis of their cultures (family, school, institution, 
ethnic community, political group, etc.). The researchers 
involved are “persons of difference” (Norris, Sawyer, 2012): 
they search for a “double description” of the experience 
they are investigating, deeply questioned in view of 
avoiding any “master story” or “saturated story” that can 
emerge from a less critical process. The batesonian notion 
of information as a difference that makes a difference is 
here translated into a methodological tenet (Sawyer, 
Norris, Formenti, 2014).
Art-based research is not a method, but a large and 
diverse approach in qualitative inquiry entailing a more 
radical trans-disciplinary step. As an example, “creative 
life writing” (Hunt, 2013) in group settings with 
professionals is used to foster both reflection and 
reflexivity. As a form of aesthetic knowledge, it can also 
enter in cooperative inquiry and duoethnography. Art 
(images, drawing, photographs, video, dance, music, 
drama) can be proposed in auto/biographic research to 
provoke narration, to sustain the development of (new) 
stories and meaning. It can propitiate reflexivity and TL, 
sinces it brings difference, abduction and deepness in the 
way a story is told.
These methods pose new problems of validity, reliability, 
generalization, but they are valuable as they produce deep 
critical insights, not only in the researcher, but in 
participants and potentially in the readers too, who 
become a part of the systemic process of research (Norris, 
Sawyer, 2012).

Evaluation of learning as a collective inquiry: TL in 
a course on Family Counselling

Another course has finished. I feel exhausted, but 
it was a good session. Students seemed glued to 
their chairs, not wanting to leave. There was so 
much thinking and talking in the last 3 hours... We 
tried to take out as much as possible from our 
understanding of what this course has been, has 
meant to all of us. We followed, once again, 
Heron's steps: first, contact your experience, by 
using auto-ethnographic writing to remember 
(“radical memory”) that moment, in the last three 
months, when you had an insight, or a thrill, about 
some idea or experience. Then, each person in the 
room draw a symbol (some of them preferred to 
write a poem, a haiku) to represent the object – la 
res – of this course.

They have learnt to appreciate these moments, 
when all talking stops, and each student in the 
room works alone with the others in silent 
meditation to produce a piece of art, as an 
expression of his, her, imagination, emotions, 
mysterious thoughts. Is this “thinking”? Yes, I think 
so. It is the more ancient and wise form of thinking 
for the humankind. Art gives a form to some 
knowledge that is underscored by the academy, 
and so far from expectations that it needs to be re-
discovered... learners have heart,  soul, and a 
body. They are not only brains.
The spiral went on and on. After the step of 
aesthetic representation, students formed groups 
and discussed about their writing, their metaphors, 
shared ideas. We wrote on the blackboard all the 
concepts and connections they had done. 
Intelligent understanding (in Italian, it sounds more 
like intelligent comprehension, co-grasping).
And then, to close the cycle of cooperative inquiry, 
we had a discussion about “what's next”? What 
kind of action, or intention, comes from what I 
have experienced here, during this course? Can I 
use this understanding in my work, in my life?
If I like so much cooperative inquiry is because it 
really fosters reflection and reflexivity, as in this 
case. I had never thought, before today, to use it 
as a framework to assess my courses. But since it 
became my method for teaching, it was natural to 
use it also for evaluation.

A good enough theory for learning must take into 
consideration its evaluation: how and when can we say 
that TL has occurred? Who is entitled to assess it, if not 
the learners? But how, in relation to which/whose aims, 
presuppositions, practices? TL as a theory prizes 
reflexivity and a critical view: can these features be 
implemented in a course, and in the process of evaluation 
of its outcome?
These questions were raised in relation to an evaluation 
session, held in december 2013, where an embodied, 
interpersonal and co-operative method was used in the 
class to evaluate a course in Pedagogical Sciences 
(Family Counselling: theories and practices), whose 
explicit aim was to foster TL in the students. The brief 
auto-ethnographic text above tells the circumstances of 
this “experiment” where I decided to use cooperative 
inquiry and the notion of TL in final evaluation.
The pedagogy of the course (72 hours, 40-50 students) 
was based on the systemic view and the building of a 
collective Mind (Bateson, 1976) through co-operative 
based teaching (Heron, 1996; Formenti, 2008, 2009) that 
involved participants as researchers in:

a) exploration of personal experience (experiential 
knowledge) about the themes of the course;
b) self-narration, body pedagogy, creative writing 
and aesthet ic languages (presentat ional 
knowledge);
c) reflexive and critical thinking, hypothesization 
(Selvini , Boscolo, Cecchin, Prata, 1980) 
(propositional knowledge) and the building of a 
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 “satisfying theory” (Formenti, 2008);
d) deliberate actions and projects (practical 
knowledge) related to professional experience.

The final lesson was organized as a huge exercise of 
collective evaluation (3 hours), where the 4 passages listed 
above were used to critically analyze the course and its 
outcomes. After the collective conversation, each student 
was invited to write a letter to the teacher, to voice his/her 
own ideas, hidden thoughts and criticisms in a more 
private way. 35 letters were gathered and analyzed.
A course in HE is a challenging experience of learning and 
teaching. An adult – the teacher – meets other adult 
learners, for a defined time and with defined constraints, 
with the task to foster their learning. Issues of power are 
always there. There is a content of the course, goals are 
fixed in advance, and learners are expected to develop 
their abilities, knowledge, competence, and – even if this is 
less recognized in university – identities, in a way that is 
very rarely self-determined.
The course of “Family counselling: theories and practices” 
is a part of the curriculum for Pedagogical Sciences, 
where students learn to become “pedagogists”: in Italy 
these professionals work in educational settings to foster, 
monitor, evaluate good practices, to sustain programs, to 
solve problems and offer consultation to other 
professionals (teachers, social workers), volunteer, 
parents, officials, to develop their educational roles and 
abilities.
It is a relational profession: the pedagogist needs to listen 
to the other's voice, needs, questions, and understand, 
legitimate, offer recognition to them, in order to be able to 
position him/herself in a useful way, both towards the 
individual and to the proximal system (the family in a wide 
sense). He/she also needs to be able to read the context, 
the cultural and institutional frameworks where his/her 
work is done (school, social service, community, tribunal, 
loisir...). Besides, there is a larger framework – society, 
historical moment, ongoing changes in the world – that 
needs to be taken into consideration. Since the course has 
a systemic view, all these different levels and frameworks 
are taken into consideration.
This brought me to consider TL as a legitimate goal for my 
teaching. Pedagogists have to do with a lot of frameworks. 
Very often, conflicting ones. They need to learn the “art of 
creative management of conflicts” (Sclavi, 2003) through a 
deep understanding of how frameworks work (ivi). TL 
offers some valuable insights on how adults learn to 
change their frameworks, and how to teach – or better 
foster – it. TL theory brings a distinction between the 
“simple” change of a set of ideas, that is not necessarily 
transformative, and the change of someone's ways to 
frame the world, its objects (the “family”, for example), and 
oneself. What kind of clues can I use to say that my 
course brought to transformative learning? Is a text (a 
sentence, a letter, a statement in a conversation) able to 
convey this meaning?

I remember the first lesson when you said that the 
objective of the course was to transform. At the beginning 
I hold fast, I was skeptical... I was scared when I realized 
how much some issues could touch me deeply... I asked to 
myself which other positions I could have taken in that 

situation...

[…] like a questioning, left suspended, a way to highlight 
one's points of view, a complex punctuation... sometimes 
difficult to be maintained and accepted, but able to create 
beauty in its own small way

… instead of giving concepts [the course] offered a way to 
manage them, instead of giving methods it gave ways to 
see things. Now I am much more confused than before, 
but feeling that I have the tools to satisfy my hunger for 
knowledge...

… it was like rough water... sometimes I bumped into 
rocks... I felt cold... it has been painful... now I recognize 
punctuations in me, in the other, and I feel blocked... 

… sometimes I feel like a tree, well rooted in its ground, 
that needs stability, and fears the wind, since it could crack 
it.... as a conclusion I will only say that for the first time I 
was able to intervene in the class...

… I was scared by uncertainty, by dilemmas, by questions 
that opened to other questions instead of receiving an 
answer. During this course I did not learn to accept 
uncertainty, but I began to reflect on the possibility to live 
with. Uncertainty is not unsecurity, it is reflection, self-
critique, silence...

… each time that I had to write... I realized that “my old 
patterns” always came out... last week for the first time I 
used another way to communicate... (Alessia)

The course left many open questions, and I hope I will find 
answers in the books

These are qualitative data and require interpretative 
analysis, that is not yet completed, since a dialogic 
method will be used for it.
The well-known path of “good empirical research” asks to 
operationalize the concept, find a good way to measure it, 
collect evidences that the phenomena we are looking for 
have really happened. This is suggested by those who are 
working hard towrds making TL accepted as a leading 
theory in adult education and who signal the critical 
aspects of this theory and research connected to it (Taylor 
and Laros, 2014, in press).
I am following here another path, starting from a different 
point of view, i.e. the meaning that subjects who are 
involved in the process of learning give to their experience. 
And I consider myself as one of those subjects. Who is 
entitled to say that there is (or not) TL? Learners 
themselves, but also other subjects who are involved in 
the process, i.e teachers, educators, researchers... They 
will see different things, in relation to their aims, 
presuppositions, practices, roles. Here is when a dialogic 
methods becomes of great importance.
The insider's view – the experience of TL seen from the 
perspective of the learner – and the critical view – that 
focuses frameworks - are difficult to be attained by 
traditional evidence-based research. They require a 
different paradigm, more subjective and based on 
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 qualitative interpretative methods, and a context where 
learners can be actively involved and listened to. 
Positivistic and essentialistic operations – as described 
above - separate learning from research; besides, they 
need the action of a trained specialist who uses a specific 
jargon and tools, hence it would be quite difficult to 
involve learners in that kind of process.
I am looking for a way of doing research that can 
illuminate human experience. Qualitative methods seem to 
me apt to illuminate the complexity of TL and even helpful 
in developing the theory, to enrich its definition besides its 
overly cognitive and individual view.

Conclusions
The paper offers some connections between TL (Mezirow, 
2009; Taylor, 2009; Dirkx, 2006; Illeris, 2004), co-operative 
learning (Heron, 1996) and the systemic constructivist 
view (Bateson, 1972, 1976; von Foerster, 1973; Maturana, 
1993; Maturana, Varela, 1985). TL is conceived as an 
embodied interpersonal activity, enacted in a social and 
languaged space. The composition of different views 
contributes to the development of a complex pedagogical 
theory and practice, that goes beyond learning specific 
contents or actions (this idea is already evident in TL as a 
theory), beyond the boundaries of the individual (this is 
less evident in TL, more in the systemic view), and beyond 
the reductionist idea of reflection as a rational and 

conscious mental process (one of the major critiques to 
TL) to build on the concept of reflexivity as the product of 
human conversation (as in cooperative inquiry and other 
forms of dialogical research).
A theory and practice of reflexivity defines learning as the 
composition of perceptions, actions, concepts, emotions 
and values, that transforms in relation to a context. This 
always entails the transformation of here-and-now 
relationships: playfulness, criticality, intentionality are 
features of learning that are revealed by signs of 
transformation in the student-teacher relationship.
This also helps to understand that TL is not “any form of 
adult learning”. As we have seen in Bateson's definition of 
deuterolearning or Learning2, it can happen only at 
enormous costs, when frameworks are challenged. Von 
Foerster argued that you can see your perspective only by 
taking another's perspective. TL needs a disorienting 
dilemma, a challenge, hence it is a menace to established 
ways of thinking. It is a really difficult experience, even 
scaring, as many of the letters show. Adults learners need 
a safe enough space to learn: they tend to rely on their 
(cognitive and emotional) habits, (practical) routines and 
rituals, and to satisfactory knowledge that offers some 
security. To leave the comfort zone, they seem to need a 
good enough, trusting relationship with the teacher and 
with knowledge itself.
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 qualitative interpretative methods, and a context where 
learners can be actively involved and listened to. 
Positivistic and essentialistic operations – as described 
above - separate learning from research; besides, they 
need the action of a trained specialist who uses a specific 
jargon and tools, hence it would be quite difficult to 
involve learners in that kind of process.
I am looking for a way of doing research that can 
illuminate human experience. Qualitative methods seem to 
me apt to illuminate the complexity of TL and even helpful 
in developing the theory, to enrich its definition besides its 
overly cognitive and individual view.

Conclusions
The paper offers some connections between TL (Mezirow, 
2009; Taylor, 2009; Dirkx, 2006; Illeris, 2004), co-operative 
learning (Heron, 1996) and the systemic constructivist 
view (Bateson, 1972, 1976; von Foerster, 1973; Maturana, 
1993; Maturana, Varela, 1985). TL is conceived as an 
embodied interpersonal activity, enacted in a social and 
languaged space. The composition of different views 
contributes to the development of a complex pedagogical 
theory and practice, that goes beyond learning specific 
contents or actions (this idea is already evident in TL as a 
theory), beyond the boundaries of the individual (this is 
less evident in TL, more in the systemic view), and beyond 
the reductionist idea of reflection as a rational and 

conscious mental process (one of the major critiques to 
TL) to build on the concept of reflexivity as the product of 
human conversation (as in cooperative inquiry and other 
forms of dialogical research).
A theory and practice of reflexivity defines learning as the 
composition of perceptions, actions, concepts, emotions 
and values, that transforms in relation to a context. This 
always entails the transformation of here-and-now 
relationships: playfulness, criticality, intentionality are 
features of learning that are revealed by signs of 
transformation in the student-teacher relationship.
This also helps to understand that TL is not “any form of 
adult learning”. As we have seen in Bateson's definition of 
deuterolearning or Learning2, it can happen only at 
enormous costs, when frameworks are challenged. Von 
Foerster argued that you can see your perspective only by 
taking another's perspective. TL needs a disorienting 
dilemma, a challenge, hence it is a menace to established 
ways of thinking. It is a really difficult experience, even 
scaring, as many of the letters show. Adults learners need 
a safe enough space to learn: they tend to rely on their 
(cognitive and emotional) habits, (practical) routines and 
rituals, and to satisfactory knowledge that offers some 
security. To leave the comfort zone, they seem to need a 
good enough, trusting relationship with the teacher and 
with knowledge itself.
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RE-NARRATING A MORAL SELF IN A NEOLIBERAL CONTEXT: TL FPR BUILDING SOCIAL SOLIDARITIES
the “Idle No More” used flash-mob round dances, prayer 
circles and blockades to assert demands for indigenous 
sovereignty and opposition to legislation that threatened 
indigenous ability to protect their land and waters and 
weakened environmental law. However, this government 
continues to illustrate its hostility to public deliberation.
As adult educators, then, how do we address the 
systematic weakening of social solidarity, adults socialized 
into neoliberal assumptions, and build on emerging social 
movements? How do we address the other two aspects of 
the Western social imaginary - the ongoing capacities 
needed for a self-governing people and the public sphere 
as a place for deliberation on issues of mutual concern? 
Moreover, how do we contribute to inspiring a new social 
imaginary founded on a relational way of knowing and 
being? This paper offers several interrelated findings and 
early theorizing from three studies to contribute to this 
dialogue. 

Theoretical Frameworks and Research Designs
Situated in the critical tradition, the first study (Lange, 
2004; 2009) drew from Freire supplemented by Mezirow. 
Transformative learning was understood as societal 
transformation through fostering a consciousness of 
situatedness within larger politico-economic forces and 
stimulating citizen deliberation and action.  Using action 
research this study explored pedagogical entry points for 
sustainability education and complex intersections 
between personal and social transformation, namely the 
dynamics of belief change as well as change in material 
relations and civic involvement. In five offerings in a 
university extension course with over 50 participants, 
Freirean pedagogy was reversed by engaging participants 
in analysing personal issues within the context of cultural 
messages and sustainability principles first, prior to a more 
abstract social and economic analysis; considered 
appropriate for an individualistic culture. Data collection 
comprised pre-, mid-, and post surveys, interviews and 
written journals. The longitudinal findings are being 
analyzed through relational epistemologies (Best & Kellner, 
1997; Thayer-Bacon, 2003). 
One emerging concept is the relational self, building on 
social constructionism but going beyond, drawing 
selectively from feminist, postcolonial, ecological, and 
Aboriginal theories and epistemologies. What these 
particular relational views share is that all beings, human 
and nonhuman, a re mutua l l y dependent and 
interconnected within a social and ecological world. As 
social constructionist Gergen (2011) explains, “what we 
take to be knowledge of the world and self finds its origins 
in human relationships” (p. 635). From time in the womb 
and through birthing, individuality is defined from within 
social relations. Yet, beyond this, human beings are 
constituted by all their relations. Noddings in Thayer-
Bacon (2003) both agree, “relation is ontologically basic…
and universal for all of us…the celebrated autonomy of 
individuals may be an illusion; interdependence …better 
describes the reality of selves” (pp. ix, 106). Each person is 
embodied, experiences the human and more-than-human 
world in specific ways, and has unique experiences, 
thereby producing a qualitatively unique self-in-relation, 

called the core identity. But the relational self is not 
understood in the modernist sense; it is not unitary and 
mentalist, it is not about mastery and defined in opposition 
to others. Rather it is multiple and fractured as we 
experience the self in various and changing ways 
according to context. A “relational epistemology views 
knowing as something that is socially constructed by 
embedded, embodied people who are in relation with each 
other” (Thayer-Bacon, 2003, p. 10). 

The purpose of the second study, by Solarz (2013), was 
theory-building about learning within a workplace conflict 
coaching process. Many conflict specialists, especially 
those in organizational programs, find that people more 
frequently opt for coaching than mediation to work 
through conflicts; yet, there is little academic literature to 
guide practice. Although conflict resolution has been 
considered in transformative learning (see Fisher-Yoshida, 
2005), the practice of conflict coaching does not appear in 
adult education literature; thus, the intention of this second 
study was to build theory about learning within workplace 
conflict coaching, a new field lacking scholarly research 
and theoretical rigour.

The study was situated in an internal conflict resolution 
program within a 12,000-person healthcare system in 
Canada. Twenty-five coaching sessions and three semi-
structured retrospective interviews totalling over 35 hours 
were recorded and transcribed, supplemented by 
coaching journals, field notes, and analytical memos. Data 
analysis was conducted in three phases in accordance 
with constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006): initial 
coding; analytic memo writing capturing insights and 
developing focused codes; and category development 
using theoretical sampling to test categories and 
diagramming of conceptual relationships. Theoretical 
categories were refracted through literature to develop a 
low-level, substantive theory.

Moore (2005) has argued for a transtheoretical model of 
human change that would integrate transformative 
learning theory and theories derived from other disciplines.  
Although the second study did not attempt to produce a 
metatheory, it nonetheless drew from transformative 
learning theory, constructivist psychology, and 
transformative conflict theory (Bush & Folger, 2005) to 
understand the contributions of client, coach, and context 
to learning. Where transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 
2012) delineates the process by which learners might 
change their frames of reference, constructivist 
psychology offers insight into how such frames of 
reference, as well as notions of self and other, are socially 
constructed. Furthermore, constructivist psychologists 
explore the mechanisms by which dialogue with others 
affects a co-construction of the self, including the moral 
self (Tappan, 1999). 

Bush and Folger’s (2005) transformative conflict theory is 
premised on a relational worldview where individual 
agency and social connection form the essence of human 
nature. The “human moral sense” is exercised by 
“balancing the claims of self and other and the relation of 

Abstract
To address the denigration of social solidarities and 
deliberative democracy in the neoliberal era, this paper 
addresses the findings from three Canadian studies 
regarding the potential of re-narrating a moral self as an 
element for rebuilding social solidarities. Transformative 
learning is discussed from within a relational 
epistemology. 

Purpose of Paper
In 30 years, the rise of neoliberalism has systematically 
denigrated the social welfare state, dissembled various 
forms of social solidarity, desiccated active democracy, 
and undermined the state role as regulator and arbiter, 
while increasing the power of economic elites, corporate 
freedom and individualism (Harvey, 2005). Charles Taylor 
(2004) suggests that the Western social imaginary or how 
Western contemporaries came to imagine the society they 
inhabit, was a new conception of a moral order. The 
Western social imaginary has been shaped by three 
assumptions: the idea of a self-governing people, the 
public sphere as a place for deliberation on issues of 
mutual concern, and society as an economy for 
exchanging goods and services for mutual prosperity. The 
last assumption of economics as a defining feature of 
society has emerged dominant. We present empirical 
findings from three Canadian studies that rethink 
transformative learning within a relational epistemology, 
particularly the potential of re-narrating the moral self, 
vital for deliberative democracy and re-imagining a new 
moral order.

Context
In 19th and early 20th century Canada, the purpose of 
adult education was to develop a vibrant democracy and 
industrial economy through the provision of literacy, 
numeracy, scientific and technical knowledge, and 
leadership skills, grounded in a larger social covenant 
dedicated to social inclusion and participatory citizenship, 
as a newly democratizing but far flung nation. Later, the 
post-war welfare state enjoyed almost a universal 
consensus as it navigated the contending goals of private 
enterprise and economic growth with social protection 
and political stability (Mishra, 1984), enshrined in key 

pieces of legislation in the 1960s. With the Liberal Trudeau 
government in the 1970s, education was considered a 
human right and a key component of a "just society."  
However, Canada joined the first experiments of neoliberal 
economics and New Right ideology in the 1980s. By 1995, 
a landmark budget would cut government spending to 
pre-1951 levels, significantly reshaping social policy in 
Canada. The result was the elimination of many 
organizations from a vibrant civil society sector and one of 
the quickest growing income gaps among industrialized 
countries (Campbell, 2011). 

As Rubenson and Walker (2006) have argued, the neo-
liberal agenda eclipsed the liberal humanist commitment 
among adult educators, representing an abdication of 
responsibilities for the most vulnerable citizens. The 
growing professionalization and institutionalization of adult 
education led to a gradual shift of learning opportunities 
away from community-based organizations and social 
movements toward human resource development, 
corporate training, professional learning and other work-
related learning. Those with the highest literacy and 
education levels (65% already have a university education) 
are the ones with the most access to education and 83% 
of all adult education now relates to work. Yet, 42.2% of 
Canadians are thought to have a literacy level too low for 
their current roles as workers, citizens and family 
members. A 2010 report from the Canadian Council on 
Learning asserts that Canada is not building a “knowledge 
advantage”, as it continues to fall behind in key areas of 
learning across the lifespan. In 2012, the Harper 
government restructured postsecondary education and 
research funding, explicitly stating that it should be 
business-led and industry relevant (Government of 
Canada, 2012). Correspondingly, Turner (2013) recounts 
the systematic war on science and research-based 
knowledge by Harper’s government.  
Barlow and Campbell (1991) suggest that a legacy of this 
neoliberal era is political illiteracy, supplemented by other 
studies that report Canadians have a weak sense of 
citizenship and low political efficacy. Yet, in 2012 alone, 
scientists protested cuts to research funding on Parliament 
Hill, Quebec university students protested tuition hikes of 
75% catalysing a mass protest against neoliberalism, and 
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abstract social and economic analysis; considered 
appropriate for an individualistic culture. Data collection 
comprised pre-, mid-, and post surveys, interviews and 
written journals. The longitudinal findings are being 
analyzed through relational epistemologies (Best & Kellner, 
1997; Thayer-Bacon, 2003). 
One emerging concept is the relational self, building on 
social constructionism but going beyond, drawing 
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Aboriginal theories and epistemologies. What these 
particular relational views share is that all beings, human 
and nonhuman, a re mutua l l y dependent and 
interconnected within a social and ecological world. As 
social constructionist Gergen (2011) explains, “what we 
take to be knowledge of the world and self finds its origins 
in human relationships” (p. 635). From time in the womb 
and through birthing, individuality is defined from within 
social relations. Yet, beyond this, human beings are 
constituted by all their relations. Noddings in Thayer-
Bacon (2003) both agree, “relation is ontologically basic…
and universal for all of us…the celebrated autonomy of 
individuals may be an illusion; interdependence …better 
describes the reality of selves” (pp. ix, 106). Each person is 
embodied, experiences the human and more-than-human 
world in specific ways, and has unique experiences, 
thereby producing a qualitatively unique self-in-relation, 

called the core identity. But the relational self is not 
understood in the modernist sense; it is not unitary and 
mentalist, it is not about mastery and defined in opposition 
to others. Rather it is multiple and fractured as we 
experience the self in various and changing ways 
according to context. A “relational epistemology views 
knowing as something that is socially constructed by 
embedded, embodied people who are in relation with each 
other” (Thayer-Bacon, 2003, p. 10). 

The purpose of the second study, by Solarz (2013), was 
theory-building about learning within a workplace conflict 
coaching process. Many conflict specialists, especially 
those in organizational programs, find that people more 
frequently opt for coaching than mediation to work 
through conflicts; yet, there is little academic literature to 
guide practice. Although conflict resolution has been 
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2005), the practice of conflict coaching does not appear in 
adult education literature; thus, the intention of this second 
study was to build theory about learning within workplace 
conflict coaching, a new field lacking scholarly research 
and theoretical rigour.
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program within a 12,000-person healthcare system in 
Canada. Twenty-five coaching sessions and three semi-
structured retrospective interviews totalling over 35 hours 
were recorded and transcribed, supplemented by 
coaching journals, field notes, and analytical memos. Data 
analysis was conducted in three phases in accordance 
with constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006): initial 
coding; analytic memo writing capturing insights and 
developing focused codes; and category development 
using theoretical sampling to test categories and 
diagramming of conceptual relationships. Theoretical 
categories were refracted through literature to develop a 
low-level, substantive theory.

Moore (2005) has argued for a transtheoretical model of 
human change that would integrate transformative 
learning theory and theories derived from other disciplines.  
Although the second study did not attempt to produce a 
metatheory, it nonetheless drew from transformative 
learning theory, constructivist psychology, and 
transformative conflict theory (Bush & Folger, 2005) to 
understand the contributions of client, coach, and context 
to learning. Where transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 
2012) delineates the process by which learners might 
change their frames of reference, constructivist 
psychology offers insight into how such frames of 
reference, as well as notions of self and other, are socially 
constructed. Furthermore, constructivist psychologists 
explore the mechanisms by which dialogue with others 
affects a co-construction of the self, including the moral 
self (Tappan, 1999). 

Bush and Folger’s (2005) transformative conflict theory is 
premised on a relational worldview where individual 
agency and social connection form the essence of human 
nature. The “human moral sense” is exercised by 
“balancing the claims of self and other and the relation of 

Abstract
To address the denigration of social solidarities and 
deliberative democracy in the neoliberal era, this paper 
addresses the findings from three Canadian studies 
regarding the potential of re-narrating a moral self as an 
element for rebuilding social solidarities. Transformative 
learning is discussed from within a relational 
epistemology. 

Purpose of Paper
In 30 years, the rise of neoliberalism has systematically 
denigrated the social welfare state, dissembled various 
forms of social solidarity, desiccated active democracy, 
and undermined the state role as regulator and arbiter, 
while increasing the power of economic elites, corporate 
freedom and individualism (Harvey, 2005). Charles Taylor 
(2004) suggests that the Western social imaginary or how 
Western contemporaries came to imagine the society they 
inhabit, was a new conception of a moral order. The 
Western social imaginary has been shaped by three 
assumptions: the idea of a self-governing people, the 
public sphere as a place for deliberation on issues of 
mutual concern, and society as an economy for 
exchanging goods and services for mutual prosperity. The 
last assumption of economics as a defining feature of 
society has emerged dominant. We present empirical 
findings from three Canadian studies that rethink 
transformative learning within a relational epistemology, 
particularly the potential of re-narrating the moral self, 
vital for deliberative democracy and re-imagining a new 
moral order.

Context
In 19th and early 20th century Canada, the purpose of 
adult education was to develop a vibrant democracy and 
industrial economy through the provision of literacy, 
numeracy, scientific and technical knowledge, and 
leadership skills, grounded in a larger social covenant 
dedicated to social inclusion and participatory citizenship, 
as a newly democratizing but far flung nation. Later, the 
post-war welfare state enjoyed almost a universal 
consensus as it navigated the contending goals of private 
enterprise and economic growth with social protection 
and political stability (Mishra, 1984), enshrined in key 

pieces of legislation in the 1960s. With the Liberal Trudeau 
government in the 1970s, education was considered a 
human right and a key component of a "just society."  
However, Canada joined the first experiments of neoliberal 
economics and New Right ideology in the 1980s. By 1995, 
a landmark budget would cut government spending to 
pre-1951 levels, significantly reshaping social policy in 
Canada. The result was the elimination of many 
organizations from a vibrant civil society sector and one of 
the quickest growing income gaps among industrialized 
countries (Campbell, 2011). 

As Rubenson and Walker (2006) have argued, the neo-
liberal agenda eclipsed the liberal humanist commitment 
among adult educators, representing an abdication of 
responsibilities for the most vulnerable citizens. The 
growing professionalization and institutionalization of adult 
education led to a gradual shift of learning opportunities 
away from community-based organizations and social 
movements toward human resource development, 
corporate training, professional learning and other work-
related learning. Those with the highest literacy and 
education levels (65% already have a university education) 
are the ones with the most access to education and 83% 
of all adult education now relates to work. Yet, 42.2% of 
Canadians are thought to have a literacy level too low for 
their current roles as workers, citizens and family 
members. A 2010 report from the Canadian Council on 
Learning asserts that Canada is not building a “knowledge 
advantage”, as it continues to fall behind in key areas of 
learning across the lifespan. In 2012, the Harper 
government restructured postsecondary education and 
research funding, explicitly stating that it should be 
business-led and industry relevant (Government of 
Canada, 2012). Correspondingly, Turner (2013) recounts 
the systematic war on science and research-based 
knowledge by Harper’s government.  
Barlow and Campbell (1991) suggest that a legacy of this 
neoliberal era is political illiteracy, supplemented by other 
studies that report Canadians have a weak sense of 
citizenship and low political efficacy. Yet, in 2012 alone, 
scientists protested cuts to research funding on Parliament 
Hill, Quebec university students protested tuition hikes of 
75% catalysing a mass protest against neoliberalism, and 

Re-narrating a Moral Self in a 
Neoliberal Context: Transformative 
Learning for Building Social 
Solidarities

Elizabeth Lange, Basia Solarz
St. Francis Xavier University

ADULT EDUCATION



14 15

ADULT EDUCATION
 the two” (p. 74).  From this perspective, then, the dilemma 
experienced by people in conflict is a moral one because 
conflict “alienates them from their sense of their own 
strength and their sense of connection to others, thereby 
disrupting and undermining the interaction between them 
as human beings” (p. 46).
The third study (Lange, in press), part of a North American 
comparative case study project, was an examination of a 
broad-based organization that emerged in response to 
neoliberal reforms in one Canadian province which was 
profoundly reshaping the public, private and civil society 
sectors. As a city-wide alliance of over 50 different 
members —fa i th g roups , un ions , commun i t y 
organizations, professional organizations, immigrant and 
ethnocultural organizations, and small businesses—it was 
multi-sector, multi-issue and aimed at achieving significant 
policy and practice changes. This study explored the 
relationship between community organizing and adult 
education, the process of political leadership education, 
and scaling up social change toward broadened claims 
and actors, in a context that had marginalized or 
dismantled various forms of social solidarity present in 
civil society. Data was collected through interviews of 
members and allies and through participant observation.

Findings
In modernity, people decide their own convictions and the 
ways in which they will live, a process of self-authorship. 
The modern view has been of a mental world (in here) and 
a material world (out there) (Gergen, 2011). An 
autonomous individual is the locus of morality, guided by 
personal conscience and private reflection. Thus, a 
dominant unitary moral and ethical horizon no longer 
exists. Charles Taylor (1991) traces how the larger horizons 
of meaning, such as duty in worldly affairs as the highest 
moral activity, were lost. Society itself would come to be 
conceived of as atomistic individuals all pursuing their 
own fulfillment, with no greater purpose than the freedom 
of doing so. Borgmann (1992) explains that individualism 
is a troublesome, not cohering well with notions of 
commonwealth, communal ties, and the democratic public 
square, identifying the challenges for adult educators 
concerned with the public good.

Restorative learning and the losses of modernity
While the general public is often described as in denial 
about social and environmental issues, or resistant to 
change given vested interests, the first study (Lange, 
2004), found participants to be deeply concerned about 
social and environmental issues with a sense of 
responsibility to bring about change for a better future. 
Yet, they described the constraints as they lived the 
contradictions of modernity/postmodernity. 
The individualism ideology has impressed upon citizens 
the control they ought to exert over their own lives. The 
assumption deeply embedded in our psyche is that we 
have control over ourselvesif nothing else, our state of 
mindand it is each individual’s responsibility to create their 
own life success. The primary contradiction was the deep 
sense of personal responsibility to change what they 
didn’t like or agree with as citizens and the sense of futility 
and impotence in making a significant difference to impact 
social and environmental crises. Yet, they did not want to 
blame other individuals or institutions for problems 
because that would imply shirking individual responsibility 
and lacking individual power. This illustrates how 

consciousness has been structured in a Western society 
veiling a core contradiction that limits the language of 
possibility and agency. What lies below, also, are 
conflicting ethics. 
Many Western middle-class people project their ethical 
horizons and identity as moral beings into their profession 
or work position. There was little uncertainty about their 
moral and ethical horizons—honesty, integrity, fairness, 
courage, respect, loyalty, and community service—despite 
ontological origins. However, they described an increasing 
loss of space to speak about or act on their ethics. Their 
ethics did not require transformation, but restoration to a 
rightful place in their lives. The illusion was that they could 
carry out their civic responsibilities and thereby “make a 
difference” in society through their work. They described 
how the ethics at work and personal ethics conflicted, 
generating a significant disillusionment. Bureaucratic 
dynamics, instrumental procedures, and utilitarian ethics 
blocked the ability of individuals to act with ethical 
autonomy. Some participants were threatened and one 
lost his job when acting to protect the public good as part 
of professional ethics.
Participants further described a sense of fragmentation 
that compounds lack of ethical efficacy, exacerbated by 
the business ideology of scarcity, competitiveness, and 
efficiency. Mechanistic structures in home life override an 
organic sense of time in relationships as well as biological 
and psychological needs. The drive to “be and do as 
much as we can” for a fulfilled life means that people are 
whirling between relational expectations and fragmented 
identities without any sense of a larger reference point. 
Not only did they identify the conflicts between their 
personal, professional and organizational ethics, but with 
broader public ethics as well. Through a clarification 
process, individuals were able to restore their ethics and 
find ways to more consciously animate their ethical 
autonomy. They listened more deeply to their own 
biography and began restorying it through the ethic of 
sustainability. Many actions were catalyzed: reduced work 
hours, quitting jobs, creating self employment, starting 
new educational programs as well as joining unions, social 
movements, and community organizations. 
As part of sustainability education, participants relearned 
flowing with organic time. They became attentive to 
relational not clock time. They reconnected with and 
began to understand the ecology of wild spaces and Earth 
time as slow, seasonal and embodied, creating a sense of 
being in place. They cultivated mindfulness, gratitude, and 
other contemplative practices. They decluttered physical 
and mental spaces and reduced consumption. They 
researched bioregional sources of water and food and 
began to enjoy noncommodified simple pleasures. Not 
only did the participants have an epistemological change 
in their structure of their thinking and the content of their 
worldview, they also newly experienced a radical 
relatedness. Profoundly, this was a transformation from a 
“mode of having” to a “mode of being.” Fromm (1976) 
explains shifting to a mode of being as breaking through 
the property structures of one’s consciousness and 
material existence. Elgin (1993) called this the move from 
the materiality of existence to the spirituality of existence. 
Exemplified was an ontological transformation when 
individuals see themselves as part of the larger principle of 
Life.

Restorative learning and the moral self
The second study (Solarz, 2013) similarly found restorative 
learning as a reconnection with the moral-ethical self and 
uncovered a relationship between transformative and 
restorative learning. As each of the participants worked 
with the conflict coach, it was clear that the destabilizing 
nature of interpersonal conflict disrupted their sense of 
self-concept and identities, and precipitated a disorienting 
dilemma. Bush and Folger (2005) describe the 
simultaneous desire to be both autonomous and 
connected, as an expression of the “human moral sense” 
where moral is defined as “balancing the claims of self 
and other and the relation of the two (p. 74 ).”This proved 
to be a valuable pedagogical entry point (Lange, 2004) in 
conflict coaching. 
Rossiter (1999) notes that difficult experiences inspire 
narrative activity as a way to make meaning of the 
experience. Although the narrators of conflict stories may 
feel reassured of the merits of their negative thoughts and 
feelings, they nevertheless remain distressed by the 
distorted depictions of themselves and others that such 
stories inevitably offer. In contrast to other personal 
narratives, stories that arise from conflict often have a 
clear, strong moral component given their themes of injury 
and wrongdoing. However, “stories of suffering [also] 
evoke reflection, reevaluation, and redirection” (Charmaz, 
1999) and require not only a narrator but an audience—in 
this case, a conflict coach. Conflict coaching offered 
participants a reflective dialogical space in which they 
could identify and explore the disparity between their 
current self-in-conflict and their ideal moral self that 
underpinned the painful sense of fractured relationality. 
Reworking confl ict narratives was a process of 
reconnecting with the moral self and then further 
developing it through narrative re-storying. 

Reflection on the structure of their thoughts and patterns 
of action are often not conscious until conflict is 
experienced. Shotwell (2011) explains that “the implicit 
may be visible primarily at...points of breakdown in our 
conceptual selves. When our own self-conception reveals 
itself as contradictory...there is the possibility of ‘seeing’ 
implicit understanding” (p.xvi). We create, establish, and 
evolve our identities and self-concept in dialogue with 
others (Tappan, 1999). Listeners’ responses are fateful:

Audiences play a role in shaping recollections, 
and in doing so they also play a role in shaping 
identities. The outcome of this process can be 
stability in self-conceptions or change, because 
conversational reconstructions of the past can 
involve the rehearsal of existing self-conceptions 
or discarding old self-views and constructing 
novel ones.... Conversational remembering can 
shape identity (Pasupathi, 2001, p. 663). 

Moreover, in their dialogical self theory, Hermans & 
Hermans-Konopka’s (2010) explain that each party in a 
dialogue assumes multiple roles (or positions) within and 
between themselves, making the nature of their interaction 
dynamic and interpenetrating. The moral discourse that 
occurred in conflict coaching might be described, then, as 

a dialogical restoring and re-storying of the moral self.

In conflict coaching, restorative learning was seen to 
precede transformative learning. In parallel fashion, the 
transformative theory of conflict (Bush & Folger, 2005) 
observes that restoring internal strength, or making 
“empowerment shifts,” enables parties to engage in 
perspective taking and creative thinking to transform the 
conflict. Noting that the restorative-transformative learning 
dialectic and the transformative theory of conflict follow 
similar progressions suggests that restorative learning 
may be more typical in transformative learning processes 
than previously understood.

Restorative learning and neoliberalism
The Greater Edmonton Alliance (GEA) was originally part 
of the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF), based on the 
pioneering political concepts and processes of American 
Saul Alinsky. For Alinsky (1971) and successor Ed 
Chambers (2004), politics is not a game, but the ancient 
concept of sovereign citizens gathering to deliberate and 
act for the common good. Alinsky believed that social 
justice could still be attained within the American 
democratic system, despite centripedal forces toward 
power concentration. As a criminologist in the 1930s 
Chicago “Back-of-the-Yards” neighbourhood, one of the 
largest slums amid the stockyards and factory complexes, 
Alinsky crafted a hard-nosed, confrontational political 
style based on the “formula of agitate, antagonise, 
educate and organise” (Ledwith, 2005, p. 93). He 
developed an “organization of organizations” – embracing 
churches, labour unions, small business, and youth 
committees – to foster mass participation in the 
democratic process, generate power across multiple 
sectors and achieve political gains. The independence of 
b road-based o rgan iza t ions i s guaran teed by 
organizational membership dues and paid professional 
organizers. 

Two Edmontonians with experience of the IAF, initiated 
discussions with other Edmonton activists in the late 
1990s about the possibility of creating an Alinsky-style 
broad-based organization, just as the worst public 
cutbacks were being felt, reducing government services 
by 20% and offering market alternatives. Protest was 
ignored, so a city-wide organizing model using collective 
direct action across social, economic and environmental 
issues was attractive. It would take seven years, however, 
to build a formal membership base and raise enough 
money for paid organizers. 

Chambers (2004) asserts we are political beings by nature 
(p. 18), and thus public life should be a natural vocation as 
part of citizenship (p. 71). Thus, extensive leadership 
training is a key element of Alinsky organizing, meant to 
kindle a sense of political vocation and educate leaders in 
civic skills and the exercise of power in public life. 
Intensive and long term mentoring supports self-
development, and teaches participatory democracy 
concepts and political and organizing skills, a form of 
adult education (Sirianni & Friedland, 2001). 
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 the two” (p. 74).  From this perspective, then, the dilemma 
experienced by people in conflict is a moral one because 
conflict “alienates them from their sense of their own 
strength and their sense of connection to others, thereby 
disrupting and undermining the interaction between them 
as human beings” (p. 46).
The third study (Lange, in press), part of a North American 
comparative case study project, was an examination of a 
broad-based organization that emerged in response to 
neoliberal reforms in one Canadian province which was 
profoundly reshaping the public, private and civil society 
sectors. As a city-wide alliance of over 50 different 
members —fa i th g roups , un ions , commun i t y 
organizations, professional organizations, immigrant and 
ethnocultural organizations, and small businesses—it was 
multi-sector, multi-issue and aimed at achieving significant 
policy and practice changes. This study explored the 
relationship between community organizing and adult 
education, the process of political leadership education, 
and scaling up social change toward broadened claims 
and actors, in a context that had marginalized or 
dismantled various forms of social solidarity present in 
civil society. Data was collected through interviews of 
members and allies and through participant observation.

Findings
In modernity, people decide their own convictions and the 
ways in which they will live, a process of self-authorship. 
The modern view has been of a mental world (in here) and 
a material world (out there) (Gergen, 2011). An 
autonomous individual is the locus of morality, guided by 
personal conscience and private reflection. Thus, a 
dominant unitary moral and ethical horizon no longer 
exists. Charles Taylor (1991) traces how the larger horizons 
of meaning, such as duty in worldly affairs as the highest 
moral activity, were lost. Society itself would come to be 
conceived of as atomistic individuals all pursuing their 
own fulfillment, with no greater purpose than the freedom 
of doing so. Borgmann (1992) explains that individualism 
is a troublesome, not cohering well with notions of 
commonwealth, communal ties, and the democratic public 
square, identifying the challenges for adult educators 
concerned with the public good.

Restorative learning and the losses of modernity
While the general public is often described as in denial 
about social and environmental issues, or resistant to 
change given vested interests, the first study (Lange, 
2004), found participants to be deeply concerned about 
social and environmental issues with a sense of 
responsibility to bring about change for a better future. 
Yet, they described the constraints as they lived the 
contradictions of modernity/postmodernity. 
The individualism ideology has impressed upon citizens 
the control they ought to exert over their own lives. The 
assumption deeply embedded in our psyche is that we 
have control over ourselvesif nothing else, our state of 
mindand it is each individual’s responsibility to create their 
own life success. The primary contradiction was the deep 
sense of personal responsibility to change what they 
didn’t like or agree with as citizens and the sense of futility 
and impotence in making a significant difference to impact 
social and environmental crises. Yet, they did not want to 
blame other individuals or institutions for problems 
because that would imply shirking individual responsibility 
and lacking individual power. This illustrates how 

consciousness has been structured in a Western society 
veiling a core contradiction that limits the language of 
possibility and agency. What lies below, also, are 
conflicting ethics. 
Many Western middle-class people project their ethical 
horizons and identity as moral beings into their profession 
or work position. There was little uncertainty about their 
moral and ethical horizons—honesty, integrity, fairness, 
courage, respect, loyalty, and community service—despite 
ontological origins. However, they described an increasing 
loss of space to speak about or act on their ethics. Their 
ethics did not require transformation, but restoration to a 
rightful place in their lives. The illusion was that they could 
carry out their civic responsibilities and thereby “make a 
difference” in society through their work. They described 
how the ethics at work and personal ethics conflicted, 
generating a significant disillusionment. Bureaucratic 
dynamics, instrumental procedures, and utilitarian ethics 
blocked the ability of individuals to act with ethical 
autonomy. Some participants were threatened and one 
lost his job when acting to protect the public good as part 
of professional ethics.
Participants further described a sense of fragmentation 
that compounds lack of ethical efficacy, exacerbated by 
the business ideology of scarcity, competitiveness, and 
efficiency. Mechanistic structures in home life override an 
organic sense of time in relationships as well as biological 
and psychological needs. The drive to “be and do as 
much as we can” for a fulfilled life means that people are 
whirling between relational expectations and fragmented 
identities without any sense of a larger reference point. 
Not only did they identify the conflicts between their 
personal, professional and organizational ethics, but with 
broader public ethics as well. Through a clarification 
process, individuals were able to restore their ethics and 
find ways to more consciously animate their ethical 
autonomy. They listened more deeply to their own 
biography and began restorying it through the ethic of 
sustainability. Many actions were catalyzed: reduced work 
hours, quitting jobs, creating self employment, starting 
new educational programs as well as joining unions, social 
movements, and community organizations. 
As part of sustainability education, participants relearned 
flowing with organic time. They became attentive to 
relational not clock time. They reconnected with and 
began to understand the ecology of wild spaces and Earth 
time as slow, seasonal and embodied, creating a sense of 
being in place. They cultivated mindfulness, gratitude, and 
other contemplative practices. They decluttered physical 
and mental spaces and reduced consumption. They 
researched bioregional sources of water and food and 
began to enjoy noncommodified simple pleasures. Not 
only did the participants have an epistemological change 
in their structure of their thinking and the content of their 
worldview, they also newly experienced a radical 
relatedness. Profoundly, this was a transformation from a 
“mode of having” to a “mode of being.” Fromm (1976) 
explains shifting to a mode of being as breaking through 
the property structures of one’s consciousness and 
material existence. Elgin (1993) called this the move from 
the materiality of existence to the spirituality of existence. 
Exemplified was an ontological transformation when 
individuals see themselves as part of the larger principle of 
Life.

Restorative learning and the moral self
The second study (Solarz, 2013) similarly found restorative 
learning as a reconnection with the moral-ethical self and 
uncovered a relationship between transformative and 
restorative learning. As each of the participants worked 
with the conflict coach, it was clear that the destabilizing 
nature of interpersonal conflict disrupted their sense of 
self-concept and identities, and precipitated a disorienting 
dilemma. Bush and Folger (2005) describe the 
simultaneous desire to be both autonomous and 
connected, as an expression of the “human moral sense” 
where moral is defined as “balancing the claims of self 
and other and the relation of the two (p. 74 ).”This proved 
to be a valuable pedagogical entry point (Lange, 2004) in 
conflict coaching. 
Rossiter (1999) notes that difficult experiences inspire 
narrative activity as a way to make meaning of the 
experience. Although the narrators of conflict stories may 
feel reassured of the merits of their negative thoughts and 
feelings, they nevertheless remain distressed by the 
distorted depictions of themselves and others that such 
stories inevitably offer. In contrast to other personal 
narratives, stories that arise from conflict often have a 
clear, strong moral component given their themes of injury 
and wrongdoing. However, “stories of suffering [also] 
evoke reflection, reevaluation, and redirection” (Charmaz, 
1999) and require not only a narrator but an audience—in 
this case, a conflict coach. Conflict coaching offered 
participants a reflective dialogical space in which they 
could identify and explore the disparity between their 
current self-in-conflict and their ideal moral self that 
underpinned the painful sense of fractured relationality. 
Reworking confl ict narratives was a process of 
reconnecting with the moral self and then further 
developing it through narrative re-storying. 

Reflection on the structure of their thoughts and patterns 
of action are often not conscious until conflict is 
experienced. Shotwell (2011) explains that “the implicit 
may be visible primarily at...points of breakdown in our 
conceptual selves. When our own self-conception reveals 
itself as contradictory...there is the possibility of ‘seeing’ 
implicit understanding” (p.xvi). We create, establish, and 
evolve our identities and self-concept in dialogue with 
others (Tappan, 1999). Listeners’ responses are fateful:

Audiences play a role in shaping recollections, 
and in doing so they also play a role in shaping 
identities. The outcome of this process can be 
stability in self-conceptions or change, because 
conversational reconstructions of the past can 
involve the rehearsal of existing self-conceptions 
or discarding old self-views and constructing 
novel ones.... Conversational remembering can 
shape identity (Pasupathi, 2001, p. 663). 

Moreover, in their dialogical self theory, Hermans & 
Hermans-Konopka’s (2010) explain that each party in a 
dialogue assumes multiple roles (or positions) within and 
between themselves, making the nature of their interaction 
dynamic and interpenetrating. The moral discourse that 
occurred in conflict coaching might be described, then, as 

a dialogical restoring and re-storying of the moral self.

In conflict coaching, restorative learning was seen to 
precede transformative learning. In parallel fashion, the 
transformative theory of conflict (Bush & Folger, 2005) 
observes that restoring internal strength, or making 
“empowerment shifts,” enables parties to engage in 
perspective taking and creative thinking to transform the 
conflict. Noting that the restorative-transformative learning 
dialectic and the transformative theory of conflict follow 
similar progressions suggests that restorative learning 
may be more typical in transformative learning processes 
than previously understood.

Restorative learning and neoliberalism
The Greater Edmonton Alliance (GEA) was originally part 
of the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF), based on the 
pioneering political concepts and processes of American 
Saul Alinsky. For Alinsky (1971) and successor Ed 
Chambers (2004), politics is not a game, but the ancient 
concept of sovereign citizens gathering to deliberate and 
act for the common good. Alinsky believed that social 
justice could still be attained within the American 
democratic system, despite centripedal forces toward 
power concentration. As a criminologist in the 1930s 
Chicago “Back-of-the-Yards” neighbourhood, one of the 
largest slums amid the stockyards and factory complexes, 
Alinsky crafted a hard-nosed, confrontational political 
style based on the “formula of agitate, antagonise, 
educate and organise” (Ledwith, 2005, p. 93). He 
developed an “organization of organizations” – embracing 
churches, labour unions, small business, and youth 
committees – to foster mass participation in the 
democratic process, generate power across multiple 
sectors and achieve political gains. The independence of 
b road-based o rgan iza t ions i s guaran teed by 
organizational membership dues and paid professional 
organizers. 

Two Edmontonians with experience of the IAF, initiated 
discussions with other Edmonton activists in the late 
1990s about the possibility of creating an Alinsky-style 
broad-based organization, just as the worst public 
cutbacks were being felt, reducing government services 
by 20% and offering market alternatives. Protest was 
ignored, so a city-wide organizing model using collective 
direct action across social, economic and environmental 
issues was attractive. It would take seven years, however, 
to build a formal membership base and raise enough 
money for paid organizers. 

Chambers (2004) asserts we are political beings by nature 
(p. 18), and thus public life should be a natural vocation as 
part of citizenship (p. 71). Thus, extensive leadership 
training is a key element of Alinsky organizing, meant to 
kindle a sense of political vocation and educate leaders in 
civic skills and the exercise of power in public life. 
Intensive and long term mentoring supports self-
development, and teaches participatory democracy 
concepts and political and organizing skills, a form of 
adult education (Sirianni & Friedland, 2001). 
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In a reversal of Alinsky thinking, Chambers asserts that 
relationships come before issues (Chambers, 2004, p. 46). 
The first step in building a broad-based organization is 
fondly called “relationals” - one-on-one 30-minute 
meetings carried out 3-4 times with each person. The 
Edmonton organizing team brought in IAF trainers for a 
growing group of leaders. Hundreds of individual relational 
meetings took place, further identifying leaders and 
potential organizational members. This systematically 
forms a network of power with deep and diverse roots in 
the community (Sirianni & Friedland, 2001). What is 
significant about these relationals is that they are designed 
to discuss a person’s ideals and identify moral and ethical 
contradictions in the public sphere, using this gap 
between the ideal and real to draw people to community 
organizing and harness their ‘passion capital’.  

The second step is the IAF 10-day leadership workshop 
which trains the body, spirit, and mind in the use of power, 
including overriding normal deference to authority and 
expertise. Every year, additional leaders would attend 
these “schools for public life.” Part of learning political 
capacity is the ability to withstand heat and tension, 
needed for real change. In Chambers’ (2004) words, “there 
is no nice, polite way to get change” (p. 31) as controversy 
and conflict are needed to till the ground for change. 
Finally, leaders learn the cycle of organizing—research, 
action, and evaluation—including a power analysis of their 
opposition, allies and money, identification of concrete 
winnable actions, and then setting up a public action to 
capture media attention and public support. After a public 
action, an evaluation occurs where “[h]appenings become 
experiences when they are digested…reflected on, related 
to general patterns, and synthesized” (Alinsky, 1971, p. 
69). 

Hybridizing IAF processes to the Canadian context, the 
Greater Edmonton Alliance has had numerous impacts: 
holding the city accountable for implementing an 
affordable housing policy, catalyzing a comprehensive 
local food strategy to protect agricultural capacity within 
urban limits, and generating a social enterprise involving 
green retrofits of existing housing stock, contributing to 
the municipal goal of a sustainable, carbon-neutral city. 
Moreover, deftly using public actions, citizen education 
and media coverage to illustrate the workings of power, 
GEA contributed to a shift in the public’s political and 
environmental consciousness. They have also brokered 

complex, innovative relationships across public, private 
and nonprofit sectors, scaling up the impact and range of 
change. Through exemplary adult education in political 
leadership, GEA has fostered higher levels of civic 
engagement, holding government and business more 
accountable to citizens. 

Intersections and Implications 
As Best and Kellner (1997) suggest, we are currently in 
transition between the modern and postmodern epochs, 
as significant as the shift from medieval to modern. This 
transition is constituted by paradigm shifts in multiple 
sciences and social sciences, where constellations of 
beliefs, values and techniques shared by communities are 
transforming. They see the changes as noncumulative and 
discontinuous, asserting there is no consensus other than 
the identification of an emerging paradigm itself. 

According to Taylor (2004), as a set of social practices 
gradually transforms in its meaning for people, it will 
eventually constitute a new social imaginary. Following 
David Harvey’s (2010) dialectic of historical change, it 
involves: technologies and organizational forms, 
production and labour processes, institutional and 
administrative arrangements, relations to nature, the 
reproduction of daily life, and mental conceptions of 
reality. The intersections in these findings illustrate the 
transformative learning simultaneously occurring in these 
spheres of activity. Common to the transformative 
processes for the participants was a questioning rooted in 
contradictions and conflict, precipitating a re-connection 
to the moral-ethical self and rethinking about the moral 
order of society – including in work sites, home places, the 
public sphere and the natural world. Not only was 
transformative learning an epistemological change, but an 
ontological one founded on relationality. Drawing from 
living systems theory, these changes are not disparate but 
are changes that can be amplified and can accumulate to 
challenge constraints and open degrees of freedom; they 
can cause perturbations that ripple out through webs of 
connections and generate new patterns (Lange, 2012). 
While each study lacked some of the spheres of activity of 
the other studies, they were all undergirded by a relational 
epistemology and ontology. This ethic of relationality and 
relational way of knowing is fundamental to rebuilding 
social solidarities, deliberative democracy and imagining a 
new moral order.  
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RE-NARRATING A MORAL SELF IN A NEOLIBERAL CONTEXT: TL FPR BUILDING SOCIAL SOLIDARITIES

In a reversal of Alinsky thinking, Chambers asserts that 
relationships come before issues (Chambers, 2004, p. 46). 
The first step in building a broad-based organization is 
fondly called “relationals” - one-on-one 30-minute 
meetings carried out 3-4 times with each person. The 
Edmonton organizing team brought in IAF trainers for a 
growing group of leaders. Hundreds of individual relational 
meetings took place, further identifying leaders and 
potential organizational members. This systematically 
forms a network of power with deep and diverse roots in 
the community (Sirianni & Friedland, 2001). What is 
significant about these relationals is that they are designed 
to discuss a person’s ideals and identify moral and ethical 
contradictions in the public sphere, using this gap 
between the ideal and real to draw people to community 
organizing and harness their ‘passion capital’.  

The second step is the IAF 10-day leadership workshop 
which trains the body, spirit, and mind in the use of power, 
including overriding normal deference to authority and 
expertise. Every year, additional leaders would attend 
these “schools for public life.” Part of learning political 
capacity is the ability to withstand heat and tension, 
needed for real change. In Chambers’ (2004) words, “there 
is no nice, polite way to get change” (p. 31) as controversy 
and conflict are needed to till the ground for change. 
Finally, leaders learn the cycle of organizing—research, 
action, and evaluation—including a power analysis of their 
opposition, allies and money, identification of concrete 
winnable actions, and then setting up a public action to 
capture media attention and public support. After a public 
action, an evaluation occurs where “[h]appenings become 
experiences when they are digested…reflected on, related 
to general patterns, and synthesized” (Alinsky, 1971, p. 
69). 

Hybridizing IAF processes to the Canadian context, the 
Greater Edmonton Alliance has had numerous impacts: 
holding the city accountable for implementing an 
affordable housing policy, catalyzing a comprehensive 
local food strategy to protect agricultural capacity within 
urban limits, and generating a social enterprise involving 
green retrofits of existing housing stock, contributing to 
the municipal goal of a sustainable, carbon-neutral city. 
Moreover, deftly using public actions, citizen education 
and media coverage to illustrate the workings of power, 
GEA contributed to a shift in the public’s political and 
environmental consciousness. They have also brokered 

complex, innovative relationships across public, private 
and nonprofit sectors, scaling up the impact and range of 
change. Through exemplary adult education in political 
leadership, GEA has fostered higher levels of civic 
engagement, holding government and business more 
accountable to citizens. 

Intersections and Implications 
As Best and Kellner (1997) suggest, we are currently in 
transition between the modern and postmodern epochs, 
as significant as the shift from medieval to modern. This 
transition is constituted by paradigm shifts in multiple 
sciences and social sciences, where constellations of 
beliefs, values and techniques shared by communities are 
transforming. They see the changes as noncumulative and 
discontinuous, asserting there is no consensus other than 
the identification of an emerging paradigm itself. 

According to Taylor (2004), as a set of social practices 
gradually transforms in its meaning for people, it will 
eventually constitute a new social imaginary. Following 
David Harvey’s (2010) dialectic of historical change, it 
involves: technologies and organizational forms, 
production and labour processes, institutional and 
administrative arrangements, relations to nature, the 
reproduction of daily life, and mental conceptions of 
reality. The intersections in these findings illustrate the 
transformative learning simultaneously occurring in these 
spheres of activity. Common to the transformative 
processes for the participants was a questioning rooted in 
contradictions and conflict, precipitating a re-connection 
to the moral-ethical self and rethinking about the moral 
order of society – including in work sites, home places, the 
public sphere and the natural world. Not only was 
transformative learning an epistemological change, but an 
ontological one founded on relationality. Drawing from 
living systems theory, these changes are not disparate but 
are changes that can be amplified and can accumulate to 
challenge constraints and open degrees of freedom; they 
can cause perturbations that ripple out through webs of 
connections and generate new patterns (Lange, 2012). 
While each study lacked some of the spheres of activity of 
the other studies, they were all undergirded by a relational 
epistemology and ontology. This ethic of relationality and 
relational way of knowing is fundamental to rebuilding 
social solidarities, deliberative democracy and imagining a 
new moral order.  
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transformation, from the banking and transmission models 
of education.  In one version of this, in the European 
tradition, there is a desire to challenge what Adorno (1998) 
termed Halbbildung, or “half-education”, which can be 
associated with the banking concept. This, he perceived, 
produces, as in much conventional education, compliance 
rather than questioning, and assimilation into existing 
cultural and social norms: as distinct from any questioning 
of them (especially when these may be oppressive, 
viewed through the lens of gender, race or class etc.).  
Half-education is what remains when the conditions of 
autonomy inherent in the liberal ideal, or Bildung, are 
discarded and integration and conformity come to the 
fore. Such ‘education’ provides learners with sets of 
presumptions fi ltering their actual existence and 
experience, and offering them a way of dealing with 
anxieties surrounding experience by smoothing over 
contradictions and tensions. Students can become 
convinced, more or less, that existing social structures are 
natural, and will never change, in what becomes a 
thoughtless adaptation to the world. This might be a 
condition where it is difficult to think outside an 
authoritarian or neo-liberal mind set (Gaitanidas, 2012). 
There is common ground here between aspects of TL and 
European traditions: Stephen Brookfield, (2000), for 
instance, straddles European and North American 
thought, bringing critical theory into the literature of TL. 
Brookfield’s idea of transformation has to do with some 
radical interrogation of ideologies that may constrain, 
individually and collectively. Interesting, this is a process 
that penetrates deep into the heart of psychic functioning 
and of the most intimate of experience too, as 
Brookfield’s’ own story of an omnipotent and ultimately 
self-defeating masculinity testifies (Brookfield, 2011).  

So I want to chronicle and theorise processes of 
transformation in more holistic ways. John Dirkx, among 
others, (Dirkx, Mezirow and Cranton, 2006), has also 
sought to take understanding into deeper territory of 
searches for meaning, even for self and new kinds of 
individuation. I follow a related path, but draw on different 
kinds of psychoanalytic ideas, (object relations), and 
combine these with critical theory. I suggest that 
transformation, of any meaningful kind, is a process at 
once relational, intersubjective, intimate as well as social 
in nature, with a changing sense of self in relation at its 
core.     

Recognition
The concept of recognition is helpful here. The concept, 
for present purposes, makes use of psychoanalytic object 
relations, and the interplay of inner and outer dynamics. 
Donald Winnicott (1971) meticulously observed the 
qualities of relationship in which infants are embedded 
and the interplay of objective and subjective worlds, self 
and other, in transformative processes in early life. He was 
initially concerned with how a child psychologically 
separates from a prime caregiver, in healthy ways, moving, 
developmentally, towards greater individuation and 
openness to experience. He placed the capacity for play 
and creativity, within the context of relationship, at the 

core of healthy progression, where a child can let go of 
anxiety and absorb herself in the moment, rather than 
being unduly preoccupied with what a prime caregiver 
may be doing. Winnicott argued that early experiences of 
recognition provide templates for life: good enough early 
relationships, in which the putative self feels loved and 
secure, offer a means simply to be, and a sense of the 
world as satisfying, where desire can be expressed in 
relatively straightforward ways. On the other hand, less 
satisfactory relationships, and the anxieties these provoke, 
may evoke more false or compliant responses: a need to 
appease or please, takes over, for fear, for instance, of not 
being good enough or acceptable in the eyes of the other. 
An obsession may develop around the need to please 
others and of doing and saying what they might want: 
such patterns can find later expression in education, in 
relationships with teachers and professors, for instance 
(West, 1996). Notwithstanding, we may find in our quality 
of interactions with significant others, in later life, the 
feeling of being understood, listened to as well as 
challenged; and we may, in the responses of others, feel 
more legitimate in what we are seeking to do.   

Winnicott’s (1971) concept of transitional space, and the 
role of play and creativity within such spaces, is helpful in 
understanding significant change processes among, for 
example, young parents participating in family ‘support’ 
programmes like Sure Start (derived from the American 
Head Start programme) (West, 2009); or among learners in 
higher education (West, Finnegan and Fletcher, 2013). 
Such programmes might offer qualities of space, and 
interaction, which facilitate a kind of narrative experiment 
of self and identity (West, 1996). In this perspective, the 
intersubjective – what happens between people, and 
changing qualities of interaction – affecting the stories 
people tell of self and others, can, over time, become 
internalised and shift internal or intrasubjective dynamics. 
New qualities of relationship ‘out there’, in which people 
feel recognised, understood and valued, (informed by 
clinical understanding), are introjected, to use a 
psychoanalytic term, creating more life enhancing psychic 
dynamics: among young single mothers weighed down by 
negative stereotyping, for instance (West, 2009). Such 
changing qualities have been chronicled, narratively, 
longitudinally, and in fine-grained detail (West, 1996; 2009; 
Merrill and West, 2009). Storytelling and meaning making, 
encompassing new qualities of thinking and feeling, are 
central to shifts in the self’s relationship to the world as 
well in the internal psychic drama.   

Winnicott (1971) clearly understood  that such ideas could 
be applied to adult development; and particular writers 
have used his concept of transitional space, for instance, 
when thinking of storytelling, or meaning making, as a 
kind of transitional even transformational activity, a 
process of self negotiation, more or less productive of 
selfhood (Sclater, 2004). We might think of university as a 
space where a self is in negotiation, and where struggles 
around separation and individuation - letting go of past 
ideas and relationships – take place. Like the child, the 
adult, or rather the infant and child in the adult, might be 

'LOVE ACTUALLY': TL MEETS BILDUNG & THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF RECOGNITION

Introduction: the heart of the matter
In this chapter, I seek to develop a more nuanced as well 
as deeper understanding of processes of transformative 
learning (TL) and of the associated idea of agentic 
selfhood; and to relate these, in turn, to the concept of 
Bildung. To build, that is, understanding of TL beyond its 
reification as an uncomplicated good, or as a marketing 
slogan beloved of educational institutions. Or in fact as an 
overly individualistic, cognitive process that often 
dominates the literature. I draw on auto/biographical 
narrative research, undertaken over many years, which, I 
believe, helps challenge an emphasis on a disembodied, 
decontexted cognition, and an associated neglect of the 
whole people experiencing transformational learning. This 
is a problem in both European understanding of 
transformative processes as well as in the North American 
literature (Illeris, 2013). The problem, in North America, 
reaches back, in part, to Mezirow: TL for him involved a 
radical shift in mind-set, or epistemic framing of the world, 
following disorientating dilemmas, like divorce or a lost 
job.  Any mind-set, of course, as Mezirow readily 
acknowledged, is also entwined with values, beliefs, 
feelings and changing relationships but transformation, at 
core, crystallises around shifts in epistemic assumptions. 
Celia Hunt (2013), in fact, detects movement, over time, in 
Mezirow’s position, with less attention given to processes 
of psychological or relational change, including 
unconscious, in favour of what can in effect be an isolated 
cognitive functioning. Cognition is clearly important, 
maybe crucial, but there is far more to it than that. A 
psychosocial theory of recognition, by significant others, 
and in particular kinds of groups, and the wider culture; 
and of self, in relation to the symbolic world, lies at the 
heart of this chapter, as an alternative, more holistic 
perspective.   
Of course, predominantly cognitivist, rationalist 
understanding of transformation in education has echoes 
in the idea of Bildung and the wider Enlightenment project. 
We note, for instance, in the Kantian view of education, 
that critical engagement with the world requires the 
cultivation of a kind of transcendental reason.  For Kant, 
this was central to challenging tradition and narrow, 
dogmatic as well as traditional views of the world 
(Gaitanidas, 2012). The education of the intellect, in other 
words, was central to nurturing the more self-determining 
life: for breaking free of the shackles of convention, 

received wisdom and narrow parochialism. Educational 
and philosophical thinking, following Descartes, continues 
to split mind from body and transcendence is seen to lie in 
a sort of escape from our animal, corporeal base. The 
body and feeling become a problem, something to be 
transcended in struggles to break free and think more 
rationally. This deep suspicion of body and feeling and a 
neglect of subjectivity – and how we might theorise this 
beyond essentialist understanding - are embedded, 
paradigmatically, in our sense making about education 
(Illeris, 2013). This is a major problem when considering 
complex stories of transformation – fictional or actual - as 
Kegan (2000) attempts with characters like Nora in Ibsen’s 
A Doll’s House, as well as specific learner narratives. 
Greater self-determination, in this perspective, involves 
such anxiety ridden, ambivalent, wrenching of self from 
established cultures or ways of seeing. We might posit 
instead, in considering transformations, shifts in the 
experience of self in the world, encompassing   
psychological, embodied and socio-cultural as well as 
symbolic dimensions, at one and the same time. A theory 
of recognition, drawing on psychoanalysis and critical 
theory, and developed through intensive engagement with 
the complexity of learners’ narratives, can assist us in the 
task. 

Bildung and hablbildung
The education of the intellect lay, as noted, at the heart of 
Bildung. It offered release from chains of dogma and 
superstition. Enlightenment thought aimed to replace the 
judgement of experience with reasoned judgement and 
the task was assigned to a transformative, comprehensive 
education, or Bildung. The nurturing of rational judgement 
was entwined with the cultivation of individuals into more 
self-determining persons. However, following Kant, 
processes of self-determination tended to neglect emotion 
and relationship. However, Von Humbolt (2000 [1793–
1794]), opened up a whole set of issues in suggesting that 
Bildung had to do with linking the student’s self to the 
world in the “most general, most animated and most 
unrestrained interplay” (Gaitanidas, 2012). We need to 
consider more of what such animated interplay might 
involve, and how to theorise it. 

Interestingly, in both North American TL and European 
traditions there is a desire to distinguish TL or 
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transformation, from the banking and transmission models 
of education.  In one version of this, in the European 
tradition, there is a desire to challenge what Adorno (1998) 
termed Halbbildung, or “half-education”, which can be 
associated with the banking concept. This, he perceived, 
produces, as in much conventional education, compliance 
rather than questioning, and assimilation into existing 
cultural and social norms: as distinct from any questioning 
of them (especially when these may be oppressive, 
viewed through the lens of gender, race or class etc.).  
Half-education is what remains when the conditions of 
autonomy inherent in the liberal ideal, or Bildung, are 
discarded and integration and conformity come to the 
fore. Such ‘education’ provides learners with sets of 
presumptions fi ltering their actual existence and 
experience, and offering them a way of dealing with 
anxieties surrounding experience by smoothing over 
contradictions and tensions. Students can become 
convinced, more or less, that existing social structures are 
natural, and will never change, in what becomes a 
thoughtless adaptation to the world. This might be a 
condition where it is difficult to think outside an 
authoritarian or neo-liberal mind set (Gaitanidas, 2012). 
There is common ground here between aspects of TL and 
European traditions: Stephen Brookfield, (2000), for 
instance, straddles European and North American 
thought, bringing critical theory into the literature of TL. 
Brookfield’s idea of transformation has to do with some 
radical interrogation of ideologies that may constrain, 
individually and collectively. Interesting, this is a process 
that penetrates deep into the heart of psychic functioning 
and of the most intimate of experience too, as 
Brookfield’s’ own story of an omnipotent and ultimately 
self-defeating masculinity testifies (Brookfield, 2011).  

So I want to chronicle and theorise processes of 
transformation in more holistic ways. John Dirkx, among 
others, (Dirkx, Mezirow and Cranton, 2006), has also 
sought to take understanding into deeper territory of 
searches for meaning, even for self and new kinds of 
individuation. I follow a related path, but draw on different 
kinds of psychoanalytic ideas, (object relations), and 
combine these with critical theory. I suggest that 
transformation, of any meaningful kind, is a process at 
once relational, intersubjective, intimate as well as social 
in nature, with a changing sense of self in relation at its 
core.     

Recognition
The concept of recognition is helpful here. The concept, 
for present purposes, makes use of psychoanalytic object 
relations, and the interplay of inner and outer dynamics. 
Donald Winnicott (1971) meticulously observed the 
qualities of relationship in which infants are embedded 
and the interplay of objective and subjective worlds, self 
and other, in transformative processes in early life. He was 
initially concerned with how a child psychologically 
separates from a prime caregiver, in healthy ways, moving, 
developmentally, towards greater individuation and 
openness to experience. He placed the capacity for play 
and creativity, within the context of relationship, at the 

core of healthy progression, where a child can let go of 
anxiety and absorb herself in the moment, rather than 
being unduly preoccupied with what a prime caregiver 
may be doing. Winnicott argued that early experiences of 
recognition provide templates for life: good enough early 
relationships, in which the putative self feels loved and 
secure, offer a means simply to be, and a sense of the 
world as satisfying, where desire can be expressed in 
relatively straightforward ways. On the other hand, less 
satisfactory relationships, and the anxieties these provoke, 
may evoke more false or compliant responses: a need to 
appease or please, takes over, for fear, for instance, of not 
being good enough or acceptable in the eyes of the other. 
An obsession may develop around the need to please 
others and of doing and saying what they might want: 
such patterns can find later expression in education, in 
relationships with teachers and professors, for instance 
(West, 1996). Notwithstanding, we may find in our quality 
of interactions with significant others, in later life, the 
feeling of being understood, listened to as well as 
challenged; and we may, in the responses of others, feel 
more legitimate in what we are seeking to do.   

Winnicott’s (1971) concept of transitional space, and the 
role of play and creativity within such spaces, is helpful in 
understanding significant change processes among, for 
example, young parents participating in family ‘support’ 
programmes like Sure Start (derived from the American 
Head Start programme) (West, 2009); or among learners in 
higher education (West, Finnegan and Fletcher, 2013). 
Such programmes might offer qualities of space, and 
interaction, which facilitate a kind of narrative experiment 
of self and identity (West, 1996). In this perspective, the 
intersubjective – what happens between people, and 
changing qualities of interaction – affecting the stories 
people tell of self and others, can, over time, become 
internalised and shift internal or intrasubjective dynamics. 
New qualities of relationship ‘out there’, in which people 
feel recognised, understood and valued, (informed by 
clinical understanding), are introjected, to use a 
psychoanalytic term, creating more life enhancing psychic 
dynamics: among young single mothers weighed down by 
negative stereotyping, for instance (West, 2009). Such 
changing qualities have been chronicled, narratively, 
longitudinally, and in fine-grained detail (West, 1996; 2009; 
Merrill and West, 2009). Storytelling and meaning making, 
encompassing new qualities of thinking and feeling, are 
central to shifts in the self’s relationship to the world as 
well in the internal psychic drama.   

Winnicott (1971) clearly understood  that such ideas could 
be applied to adult development; and particular writers 
have used his concept of transitional space, for instance, 
when thinking of storytelling, or meaning making, as a 
kind of transitional even transformational activity, a 
process of self negotiation, more or less productive of 
selfhood (Sclater, 2004). We might think of university as a 
space where a self is in negotiation, and where struggles 
around separation and individuation - letting go of past 
ideas and relationships – take place. Like the child, the 
adult, or rather the infant and child in the adult, might be 

'LOVE ACTUALLY': TL MEETS BILDUNG & THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF RECOGNITION

Introduction: the heart of the matter
In this chapter, I seek to develop a more nuanced as well 
as deeper understanding of processes of transformative 
learning (TL) and of the associated idea of agentic 
selfhood; and to relate these, in turn, to the concept of 
Bildung. To build, that is, understanding of TL beyond its 
reification as an uncomplicated good, or as a marketing 
slogan beloved of educational institutions. Or in fact as an 
overly individualistic, cognitive process that often 
dominates the literature. I draw on auto/biographical 
narrative research, undertaken over many years, which, I 
believe, helps challenge an emphasis on a disembodied, 
decontexted cognition, and an associated neglect of the 
whole people experiencing transformational learning. This 
is a problem in both European understanding of 
transformative processes as well as in the North American 
literature (Illeris, 2013). The problem, in North America, 
reaches back, in part, to Mezirow: TL for him involved a 
radical shift in mind-set, or epistemic framing of the world, 
following disorientating dilemmas, like divorce or a lost 
job.  Any mind-set, of course, as Mezirow readily 
acknowledged, is also entwined with values, beliefs, 
feelings and changing relationships but transformation, at 
core, crystallises around shifts in epistemic assumptions. 
Celia Hunt (2013), in fact, detects movement, over time, in 
Mezirow’s position, with less attention given to processes 
of psychological or relational change, including 
unconscious, in favour of what can in effect be an isolated 
cognitive functioning. Cognition is clearly important, 
maybe crucial, but there is far more to it than that. A 
psychosocial theory of recognition, by significant others, 
and in particular kinds of groups, and the wider culture; 
and of self, in relation to the symbolic world, lies at the 
heart of this chapter, as an alternative, more holistic 
perspective.   
Of course, predominantly cognitivist, rationalist 
understanding of transformation in education has echoes 
in the idea of Bildung and the wider Enlightenment project. 
We note, for instance, in the Kantian view of education, 
that critical engagement with the world requires the 
cultivation of a kind of transcendental reason.  For Kant, 
this was central to challenging tradition and narrow, 
dogmatic as well as traditional views of the world 
(Gaitanidas, 2012). The education of the intellect, in other 
words, was central to nurturing the more self-determining 
life: for breaking free of the shackles of convention, 

received wisdom and narrow parochialism. Educational 
and philosophical thinking, following Descartes, continues 
to split mind from body and transcendence is seen to lie in 
a sort of escape from our animal, corporeal base. The 
body and feeling become a problem, something to be 
transcended in struggles to break free and think more 
rationally. This deep suspicion of body and feeling and a 
neglect of subjectivity – and how we might theorise this 
beyond essentialist understanding - are embedded, 
paradigmatically, in our sense making about education 
(Illeris, 2013). This is a major problem when considering 
complex stories of transformation – fictional or actual - as 
Kegan (2000) attempts with characters like Nora in Ibsen’s 
A Doll’s House, as well as specific learner narratives. 
Greater self-determination, in this perspective, involves 
such anxiety ridden, ambivalent, wrenching of self from 
established cultures or ways of seeing. We might posit 
instead, in considering transformations, shifts in the 
experience of self in the world, encompassing   
psychological, embodied and socio-cultural as well as 
symbolic dimensions, at one and the same time. A theory 
of recognition, drawing on psychoanalysis and critical 
theory, and developed through intensive engagement with 
the complexity of learners’ narratives, can assist us in the 
task. 

Bildung and hablbildung
The education of the intellect lay, as noted, at the heart of 
Bildung. It offered release from chains of dogma and 
superstition. Enlightenment thought aimed to replace the 
judgement of experience with reasoned judgement and 
the task was assigned to a transformative, comprehensive 
education, or Bildung. The nurturing of rational judgement 
was entwined with the cultivation of individuals into more 
self-determining persons. However, following Kant, 
processes of self-determination tended to neglect emotion 
and relationship. However, Von Humbolt (2000 [1793–
1794]), opened up a whole set of issues in suggesting that 
Bildung had to do with linking the student’s self to the 
world in the “most general, most animated and most 
unrestrained interplay” (Gaitanidas, 2012). We need to 
consider more of what such animated interplay might 
involve, and how to theorise it. 

Interestingly, in both North American TL and European 
traditions there is a desire to distinguish TL or 
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 riddled with anxiety about her capacity to cope, and or 
whether s/he can be good enough in the eyes of 
significant others. S/he may cling to an existing identity or 
idea, and or be overly preoccupied with what others think, 
which can denude experience of emotional vibrancy. 
Learning may feel deadened in consequence. The stories 
people tell – to tutors, instructors and even researchers – 
may, on the other hand, serve as vehicles for renegotiation 
of self, for a kind of narrative experiment in the company 
of others.  

We can feel recognised, in short, connecting us to Axel 
Honneth’s writings and to critical theory. Recognition, in 
his view, is simultaneously an individual as well as wider 
socio-cultural phenomenon. It requires love in the family 
or interpersonal sphere in order for the child (or I will add 
adult) to develop basic self-confidence. Recognition of the 
autonomous person, bearing rights in law, provides, in 
turn, a basis for self-respect, in a broader social frame. 
And the formation of a co-operative member of society 
whose efforts are socially valued and important can lead 
to what he terms self-esteem (Honneth, 2007). Honneth 
was deeply influenced by the object relations theories of 
Donald Winnicott as well as by Freud’s ‘anthropological’ 
idea, in which, compared to other mammals, humans are 
born prematurely, with important consequences. They, we, 
are deeply dependent on others for survival: vulnerability, 
in these terms, is hardwired within us. Letting go and 
experimenting is always and inevitably anxiety provoking 
because of this deeply embodied fear of not being able to 
cope or being found wanting (Honneth, 2009). In 
Honneth’s schema, the first form of relating he terms self-
confidence: Winnicott would have termed this an 
experience of selfhood. If one experiences love, an ability 
to love one’s self and others, is developed. An identity (or 
selfhood) is forged through receiving recognition from 
others. Without such a special relationship with another, it 
is impossible to become aware of one’s own uniqueness 
and thus experience a basic and positive sense of one’s 
abilities. Only by being recognized can we achieve a 
vibrant identity (Fleming, 2010). This is Winnicott’s territory 
of the truer or more authentic self, forged in relationship.

The second type of relationship to self, for Honneth, has 
to do with cultivating self-respect, when a person belongs 
to a community of rights and is recognized as a legally 
mature person. Through this comes an ability to 
participate in discussions and the rituals of an institution 
or group. Respect may then be shown to others by 
acknowledging their rights. Without rights there is no 
social respect, to put it slightly differently. It is not just 
having a good opinion of self but of possessing a kind of 
shared dignity of persons as morally responsible agents 
and capable of participating in public deliberations. The 
experience of being honoured by a community for 
contributions leads to the third form of self-relation which 
Honneth labels self-esteem. People with high self-esteem 
will reciprocate a mutual acknowledgement of each 
other’s contribution to the community. From this, crucially, 
loyalty and more inclusive, even sustainable forms of 
social solidarity can grow (Fleming, 2011; Honneth, 2007: 

139).  

In a recent article (West, Fleming and Finnegan, 2013) 
note was made of how Honneth (2007, 2009) re-visited 
Freud’s work and critiqued a contemporary trend to move 
away from any imperative to understand ourselves by 
reference to a deep engagement with our past. He 
proposes, instead, that psychoanalysis makes an 
important link between freedom and biographical work 
(Honneth, 2009, pp. 126-156). Autobiographical work 
involves an ability through reflexive activity to overcome 
‘the rupturedness of each individual’ and ‘only by a critical 
appropriation of her own process of formation does the 
human seize the opportunity provided to her for freedom 
of will’ (p. 127). In asking how freedom is attainable at all, 
Honneth asserts that we can re-appropriate our own will 
by means of recollective work. For Freud, according to 
Honneth, the individual is ‘less a self-interpreting being 
than one who critically scrutinizes its own past to see 
whether traces of compulsions that have remained 
unconscious can be found in it’ (2009, p. 139). As the 
desire for freedom resides within, we can turn to our life-
histories as valid expressions of the possibilities and 
constraints of our humanity. In his remarkable departure 
from Marxism in general and most of early critical theory, 
and even, to some extent, from Habermas, Honneth 
attempts to reimagine the emancipatory project of critical 
social theory grounded in intersubjective dynamics; in the 
“struggle for recognition” (West, Fleming and Finnegan, 
2013). 

Crucially, note should be made of Honneth’s distinction, 
drawing on John Dewey, between good and bad social 
relations, and affiliations, in the development of qualities 
of recognition (Honneth, 2007). He notes how joining a 
quasi-militaristic group can be a way of finding 
recognition, of a kind. Social esteem and recognition, he 
writes – drawing on the Nazi period – is to be found in 
groups where the code of honour is dominated by notions 
of justified violence. Self-confidence, respect and esteem, 
to an extent, are cultivated, yet a group may close itself off 
from wider cultural and democratic life. Turning to groups 
like these can bring feelings of belonging, of recognition, 
and even of having divine purpose, in the struggle to 
create a perfect, purified world (Vavin, 2012). Yet such 
affiliations, in their rigid exclusions, and destructive 
grandiosity, easily close down possibilities for dialogue 
with and learning from others. Honneth draws on the work 
of John Dewey to explain this (Honneth, 2007: 227-278). 
Dewey used the example of a robber band to indicate how 
particular groups constrain as well as recognise. The 
individual becomes a member but at the cost of 
repression of diverse possibilities. ‘The good citizen’, 
Dewey observed, requires more democratic and open 
communities to realise what s/he might be: s/he finds him 
or herself by full participation in family life, in the economy, 
in diverse artistic, cultural and political activities, in which 
there is free give and take. Such a perspective can be 
applied to processes of learner transformation in 
educational groups, both formal and informal.

Recognition: two cases in point 
I have undertaken auto/biographical narrative research, 
over many years, among diverse groups of learners 
involved in managing change and disorientating 
dilemmas. I suggest that people, in effect, are striving to 
re-negotiate selves and stories in new qualities of 
relationship, not least with themselves but also the 
symbolic order. Symbols matter, especially when these 
interact with and illuminate our experiences in new and 
positive ways: the symbolic encompasses art, music and 
or sculpting as well as literature. Such insights have 
emerged in a particular kind of longitudinal auto/
biographical narrative research: in care-full, empathic, 
respectful yet also reflexive work, in a ‘clinical style’, 
mirroring, to an extent, processes of psychoanalysis; yet 
also being mindful of the importance of distinguishing one 
from the other, and maintaining appropriate boundaries 
(Bainbridge and West, 2012; Merrill and West, 2009). 
People, over time, (and research might last upwards of 4 
years) can find new narrative, symbolic, emotional and 
human resources, or ‘objects’ in psychoanalytic language, 
in educational and other settings. In such research, 
learners are encouraged to tell stories, over time, as 
openly and honestly as they can. And to engage 
reflexively with their material, using transcripts and 
recordings, to identify themes and to think about them 
and the process with the researcher. Emphasis is given in 
the research relationship to attentiveness and 
respectfulness as well as to taking time to build trust and 
mutual understanding. There is focus on the emotional 
qualities of the interaction between researcher and her 
subject, as part of making sense of narrative material, 
(thus the juxtaposition of auto/biographical as a co-
constructed or relational endeavour) (Merrill & West, 2009; 
Bainbridge & West, 2012).  Moreover, because of the 
longitudinal nature of the process – assuming 
relationships are good enough – we can think together 
about what is difficult to say and or may be missing from 
the account. 

Such research reveals how new objects – a different 
narrative, a piece of art, the struggles of a character from 
literature with whom we might identify – become 
recognised as important and can be psychologically 
internalised through a process we may call projective 
identification. Learners may also find people – teachers, 
other students etc. - who value them, in new ways, and 
whose views, achievements and recognition, are 
important. They may find characters in literature with 
whom they identify: like Nora in A Doll’s House, whose 
struggles can be related to their own; ‘s/he is like me, I 
know this struggle; it is mine too’ the learner might recite 
to herself. ‘Gina’s’ case study material takes us to the 
heart of such transitional as well as transformational 
processes. She was a young single parent living in East 
London, in a community struggling with material poverty 
and inter-generational unemployment. Her past was 
riddled with patterns of pain, rejection and hard drugs. 
She could be deeply self-deprecating, having internalized 
many of the negative judgments about people like her – a 
single parent, on welfare benefits etc. – from the wider 

culture. Gina participated in a parenting project which 
used the visual arts to build confidence among her and 
other single mothers to express themselves and to think 
about who they were, had been, and might be, in new 
ways. Gina participated in a series of workshops called 
‘Cotton on’, which used sculpture, printing, photography 
and video to explore pregnancy and parenthood. Narrative 
interviews were held across a number of cycles. Gina 
worked on a sculpture, over time, and told stories of 
moving from the edge of the project, into a more heartfelt 
engagement: from acting out and dismissiveness, to 
greater capacity for play and asking questions of herself 
and what she really desired. She came to realise, over 
time, that she was telling new stories about painful 
aspects of her life history, including her relationship with 
her own child, that she had been barely able to 
a c k n o w l e d g e . S h e w a s t o fi n d t h e p ro c e s s 
transformational, albeit perpetually fragile.

Pregnancy had been hard and troubling, and she felt, at 
times, unreal since she didn’t look pregnant. She was 
depressed and ‘really ill throughout’. Her mood was 
projected into the sculpture. She was trying, she said, ‘to 
get across that, the darkness.’ There was no head on the 
sculpture, either; it was a headless torso, which, she said, 
was deliberate, because she didn’t want to think. She 
found, she said, sculpting to be therapeutic and a source 
of reflection. She had been deeply anxious about 
participating in the project and wanted, at times, to run 
away. In fact, the project, like other forms of adult 
learning, provided precious transitional space in which to 
play, imaginatively, with new forms of self-expression. Her 
anxiety about letting go and risk taking were ‘contained’ 
by skilled tutors with psychological resilience and insight. 
They remained alongside her, despite what Gina knew to 
be her hateful and destructive actions, helping her to think 
about what she did and why (West, 2009). We can call this 
love, actually, in a non-sexual, sophisticated, containing 
and quiet way, which seeks some contentment and 
resolution in another’s life (Main, 1978). A transitional 
space was created, mirroring what is required in early 
separation processes, in which a self is able to take risks, 
without paralysing anxiety, and is open to a process of 
renegotiation, through the encouragement, attentiveness, 
understanding and challenge of others. We can be most 
fully our-selves in playful, imaginative, meaningful 
creativity, as a result.     
Gina, it is to be noted, became an advocate with the local 
housing authority for single-parents like herself as well as 
getting involved in peer sex education programmes in 
schools. She became, in effect, an important member of 
the group, helping forge some self-respect. She became 
more of a political agent in advocacy, challenging negative 
stereotypes and deficit models of people like her. We can 
see in narratives growing self-esteem too (West, 2009). 
She could at times regress and act out in destructive or 
defiant ways, underling the idea that TL might be no 
simply linear processes. However, she also recognised 
how much she had changed: able to tell new stories, 
having learnt a capacity for playfulness, including with her 
own child. She also became critically reflexive, engaging 
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 riddled with anxiety about her capacity to cope, and or 
whether s/he can be good enough in the eyes of 
significant others. S/he may cling to an existing identity or 
idea, and or be overly preoccupied with what others think, 
which can denude experience of emotional vibrancy. 
Learning may feel deadened in consequence. The stories 
people tell – to tutors, instructors and even researchers – 
may, on the other hand, serve as vehicles for renegotiation 
of self, for a kind of narrative experiment in the company 
of others.  

We can feel recognised, in short, connecting us to Axel 
Honneth’s writings and to critical theory. Recognition, in 
his view, is simultaneously an individual as well as wider 
socio-cultural phenomenon. It requires love in the family 
or interpersonal sphere in order for the child (or I will add 
adult) to develop basic self-confidence. Recognition of the 
autonomous person, bearing rights in law, provides, in 
turn, a basis for self-respect, in a broader social frame. 
And the formation of a co-operative member of society 
whose efforts are socially valued and important can lead 
to what he terms self-esteem (Honneth, 2007). Honneth 
was deeply influenced by the object relations theories of 
Donald Winnicott as well as by Freud’s ‘anthropological’ 
idea, in which, compared to other mammals, humans are 
born prematurely, with important consequences. They, we, 
are deeply dependent on others for survival: vulnerability, 
in these terms, is hardwired within us. Letting go and 
experimenting is always and inevitably anxiety provoking 
because of this deeply embodied fear of not being able to 
cope or being found wanting (Honneth, 2009). In 
Honneth’s schema, the first form of relating he terms self-
confidence: Winnicott would have termed this an 
experience of selfhood. If one experiences love, an ability 
to love one’s self and others, is developed. An identity (or 
selfhood) is forged through receiving recognition from 
others. Without such a special relationship with another, it 
is impossible to become aware of one’s own uniqueness 
and thus experience a basic and positive sense of one’s 
abilities. Only by being recognized can we achieve a 
vibrant identity (Fleming, 2010). This is Winnicott’s territory 
of the truer or more authentic self, forged in relationship.

The second type of relationship to self, for Honneth, has 
to do with cultivating self-respect, when a person belongs 
to a community of rights and is recognized as a legally 
mature person. Through this comes an ability to 
participate in discussions and the rituals of an institution 
or group. Respect may then be shown to others by 
acknowledging their rights. Without rights there is no 
social respect, to put it slightly differently. It is not just 
having a good opinion of self but of possessing a kind of 
shared dignity of persons as morally responsible agents 
and capable of participating in public deliberations. The 
experience of being honoured by a community for 
contributions leads to the third form of self-relation which 
Honneth labels self-esteem. People with high self-esteem 
will reciprocate a mutual acknowledgement of each 
other’s contribution to the community. From this, crucially, 
loyalty and more inclusive, even sustainable forms of 
social solidarity can grow (Fleming, 2011; Honneth, 2007: 

139).  

In a recent article (West, Fleming and Finnegan, 2013) 
note was made of how Honneth (2007, 2009) re-visited 
Freud’s work and critiqued a contemporary trend to move 
away from any imperative to understand ourselves by 
reference to a deep engagement with our past. He 
proposes, instead, that psychoanalysis makes an 
important link between freedom and biographical work 
(Honneth, 2009, pp. 126-156). Autobiographical work 
involves an ability through reflexive activity to overcome 
‘the rupturedness of each individual’ and ‘only by a critical 
appropriation of her own process of formation does the 
human seize the opportunity provided to her for freedom 
of will’ (p. 127). In asking how freedom is attainable at all, 
Honneth asserts that we can re-appropriate our own will 
by means of recollective work. For Freud, according to 
Honneth, the individual is ‘less a self-interpreting being 
than one who critically scrutinizes its own past to see 
whether traces of compulsions that have remained 
unconscious can be found in it’ (2009, p. 139). As the 
desire for freedom resides within, we can turn to our life-
histories as valid expressions of the possibilities and 
constraints of our humanity. In his remarkable departure 
from Marxism in general and most of early critical theory, 
and even, to some extent, from Habermas, Honneth 
attempts to reimagine the emancipatory project of critical 
social theory grounded in intersubjective dynamics; in the 
“struggle for recognition” (West, Fleming and Finnegan, 
2013). 

Crucially, note should be made of Honneth’s distinction, 
drawing on John Dewey, between good and bad social 
relations, and affiliations, in the development of qualities 
of recognition (Honneth, 2007). He notes how joining a 
quasi-militaristic group can be a way of finding 
recognition, of a kind. Social esteem and recognition, he 
writes – drawing on the Nazi period – is to be found in 
groups where the code of honour is dominated by notions 
of justified violence. Self-confidence, respect and esteem, 
to an extent, are cultivated, yet a group may close itself off 
from wider cultural and democratic life. Turning to groups 
like these can bring feelings of belonging, of recognition, 
and even of having divine purpose, in the struggle to 
create a perfect, purified world (Vavin, 2012). Yet such 
affiliations, in their rigid exclusions, and destructive 
grandiosity, easily close down possibilities for dialogue 
with and learning from others. Honneth draws on the work 
of John Dewey to explain this (Honneth, 2007: 227-278). 
Dewey used the example of a robber band to indicate how 
particular groups constrain as well as recognise. The 
individual becomes a member but at the cost of 
repression of diverse possibilities. ‘The good citizen’, 
Dewey observed, requires more democratic and open 
communities to realise what s/he might be: s/he finds him 
or herself by full participation in family life, in the economy, 
in diverse artistic, cultural and political activities, in which 
there is free give and take. Such a perspective can be 
applied to processes of learner transformation in 
educational groups, both formal and informal.

Recognition: two cases in point 
I have undertaken auto/biographical narrative research, 
over many years, among diverse groups of learners 
involved in managing change and disorientating 
dilemmas. I suggest that people, in effect, are striving to 
re-negotiate selves and stories in new qualities of 
relationship, not least with themselves but also the 
symbolic order. Symbols matter, especially when these 
interact with and illuminate our experiences in new and 
positive ways: the symbolic encompasses art, music and 
or sculpting as well as literature. Such insights have 
emerged in a particular kind of longitudinal auto/
biographical narrative research: in care-full, empathic, 
respectful yet also reflexive work, in a ‘clinical style’, 
mirroring, to an extent, processes of psychoanalysis; yet 
also being mindful of the importance of distinguishing one 
from the other, and maintaining appropriate boundaries 
(Bainbridge and West, 2012; Merrill and West, 2009). 
People, over time, (and research might last upwards of 4 
years) can find new narrative, symbolic, emotional and 
human resources, or ‘objects’ in psychoanalytic language, 
in educational and other settings. In such research, 
learners are encouraged to tell stories, over time, as 
openly and honestly as they can. And to engage 
reflexively with their material, using transcripts and 
recordings, to identify themes and to think about them 
and the process with the researcher. Emphasis is given in 
the research relationship to attentiveness and 
respectfulness as well as to taking time to build trust and 
mutual understanding. There is focus on the emotional 
qualities of the interaction between researcher and her 
subject, as part of making sense of narrative material, 
(thus the juxtaposition of auto/biographical as a co-
constructed or relational endeavour) (Merrill & West, 2009; 
Bainbridge & West, 2012).  Moreover, because of the 
longitudinal nature of the process – assuming 
relationships are good enough – we can think together 
about what is difficult to say and or may be missing from 
the account. 

Such research reveals how new objects – a different 
narrative, a piece of art, the struggles of a character from 
literature with whom we might identify – become 
recognised as important and can be psychologically 
internalised through a process we may call projective 
identification. Learners may also find people – teachers, 
other students etc. - who value them, in new ways, and 
whose views, achievements and recognition, are 
important. They may find characters in literature with 
whom they identify: like Nora in A Doll’s House, whose 
struggles can be related to their own; ‘s/he is like me, I 
know this struggle; it is mine too’ the learner might recite 
to herself. ‘Gina’s’ case study material takes us to the 
heart of such transitional as well as transformational 
processes. She was a young single parent living in East 
London, in a community struggling with material poverty 
and inter-generational unemployment. Her past was 
riddled with patterns of pain, rejection and hard drugs. 
She could be deeply self-deprecating, having internalized 
many of the negative judgments about people like her – a 
single parent, on welfare benefits etc. – from the wider 

culture. Gina participated in a parenting project which 
used the visual arts to build confidence among her and 
other single mothers to express themselves and to think 
about who they were, had been, and might be, in new 
ways. Gina participated in a series of workshops called 
‘Cotton on’, which used sculpture, printing, photography 
and video to explore pregnancy and parenthood. Narrative 
interviews were held across a number of cycles. Gina 
worked on a sculpture, over time, and told stories of 
moving from the edge of the project, into a more heartfelt 
engagement: from acting out and dismissiveness, to 
greater capacity for play and asking questions of herself 
and what she really desired. She came to realise, over 
time, that she was telling new stories about painful 
aspects of her life history, including her relationship with 
her own child, that she had been barely able to 
a c k n o w l e d g e . S h e w a s t o fi n d t h e p ro c e s s 
transformational, albeit perpetually fragile.

Pregnancy had been hard and troubling, and she felt, at 
times, unreal since she didn’t look pregnant. She was 
depressed and ‘really ill throughout’. Her mood was 
projected into the sculpture. She was trying, she said, ‘to 
get across that, the darkness.’ There was no head on the 
sculpture, either; it was a headless torso, which, she said, 
was deliberate, because she didn’t want to think. She 
found, she said, sculpting to be therapeutic and a source 
of reflection. She had been deeply anxious about 
participating in the project and wanted, at times, to run 
away. In fact, the project, like other forms of adult 
learning, provided precious transitional space in which to 
play, imaginatively, with new forms of self-expression. Her 
anxiety about letting go and risk taking were ‘contained’ 
by skilled tutors with psychological resilience and insight. 
They remained alongside her, despite what Gina knew to 
be her hateful and destructive actions, helping her to think 
about what she did and why (West, 2009). We can call this 
love, actually, in a non-sexual, sophisticated, containing 
and quiet way, which seeks some contentment and 
resolution in another’s life (Main, 1978). A transitional 
space was created, mirroring what is required in early 
separation processes, in which a self is able to take risks, 
without paralysing anxiety, and is open to a process of 
renegotiation, through the encouragement, attentiveness, 
understanding and challenge of others. We can be most 
fully our-selves in playful, imaginative, meaningful 
creativity, as a result.     
Gina, it is to be noted, became an advocate with the local 
housing authority for single-parents like herself as well as 
getting involved in peer sex education programmes in 
schools. She became, in effect, an important member of 
the group, helping forge some self-respect. She became 
more of a political agent in advocacy, challenging negative 
stereotypes and deficit models of people like her. We can 
see in narratives growing self-esteem too (West, 2009). 
She could at times regress and act out in destructive or 
defiant ways, underling the idea that TL might be no 
simply linear processes. However, she also recognised 
how much she had changed: able to tell new stories, 
having learnt a capacity for playfulness, including with her 
own child. She also became critically reflexive, engaging 
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health care and a lack of attention given to minority 
communities and their experiences in the delivery of 
health services. He found symbolic friends in academic 
l i teratures that i l luminated the neglect of the 
psychocultural dimensions of health care. He talked a 
great deal of the failure to locate health and dis-ease in 
wider socio-political analysis. Yet, Mathew’s, like Gina’s, is 
no simple linear tale. He continued to struggle with written 
assignments and in both the second and third interviews, 
the research itself became, for a moment, an explicit 
transitional space, in which he thought about his options 
and looked to us (there were two researchers in this 
project) for guidance, in an emotionally needy way:  

I don’t want it to be a sign of weakness if I ask 
somebody to help me [proof reading my essay], 
that might make me a weak person... but there are 
a lot of resources which they call academic 
skills...I did it once, I’ve never done it again...but I 
have to change that because if I want to succeed I 
have to do that because the system is set up for 
that.

He asked what we thought and the boundaries between 
auto/biographical narrative interviewing and educational 
counselling, and between past and present, were blurred, 
and self-confidence fragile. A colleague researcher 
encouraged him to seek help and to overcome his 
reluctance.  He really wanted to know what she thought 
and began to talk at length. Admitting vulnerability was a 
dangerous business, he said, for someone like him, and 
he valued our meetings. He made the decision to try again 
with an assignment. By the time of the third interview, he 
had organised a new pressure group for multi-cultural 
sensitivities in health care, building on his work as a 
student advocate at the university. And he found new 
symbolic resources for critically interrogating the 
assumptions of Western medicine, and especially the 
neglect of the effects of poverty, or the reduction of 
people and their suffering to a medical category. We have 
glimpses in the material of different levels of recognition: 
at the most intimate, in terms of new relationships, and of 
feeling seen and valued, including in the research; of self-
respect, in being accepted as part of a wider community 
of rights within the university; and of self-esteem through 
the experience of being an effective political activist and 
advocate. Yet, to repeat, this is no simple, linear 
progression: after the interviews, Mathew wrote on a 
number of occasions to us, asking for help with 
assignments, and he constantly feared ‘failure’ in the ritual 
called academic writing. It remained hard to admit 
vulnerability and the need for help.

Recognition in the symbolic order
Such processes of transformation, including finding 
recognition in the symbolic order, are discernable in the 
history of workers’ education in the United Kingdom. An 
important strand here was the development of what were 
called ‘tutorial classes’’, which one of their tutors, a 
subsequently distinguished economic historian, described 

as ‘an experiment in democratic education’ (Tawney, 
1964). About 25 or so worker students would meet weekly 
with a university teacher, in a spirit of equality, over a 
period of three years or more. The classes were free from 
examinations or prescribed curricula, and its members 
could explore and interrogate issues in their working lives 
from the perspectives of history, politics, economics, 
literature etc. Fortnightly essays were required, and the 
standard of some of these was remarkably high (West, 
1972). 

The contribution of workers’ education, individually and 
collectively, and especially the tutorial classes, was, 
however, the target for major critique by a generation of 
mainly Marxist historians. Far from being transformational, 
possibilities for radical change were neutered among 
generations of working class autodidacts, (not least 
because, it was claimed, such education was brought 
under the respectable umbrella of university studies, with 
a curriculum that emphasised a common culture rather 
than one of conflict and antagonism). Incorporation into 
the established order, assimilation if you like, rather than 
radical transformation, was the consequence, so it was 
alleged. Yet this critique has been radically reappraised, in 
the light of more recent research drawing on the actual 
testimonies (in diaries, letters etc.) of diverse students 
themselves (Goldman, 1995; Rose, 2010). The testimony, 
when studied in depth, provides subtler insights into the 
role and qualities of workers’ education, and of notions of 
transformation. The classes offered avenues into 
leadership roles for working class people, at local and 
national levels, for example (in fact, as Rose observes, the 
post Second World War British Welfare State, was, to an 
extent, a product of workers’ education); but the classes 
also provided transitional space in which cosmopolitan 
learning, democratic relationships and personal 
transformations could flourish. Rose (2010), especially, 
has challenged what he sees to be a reductive, simplistic, 
ideologically driven disdain. He builds a more sympathetic 
interpretation: of how bigotry, propaganda and ignorance 
were challenged, democratic relationships forged, and 
new relationships established with the symbolic order, 
including the world of literature and ideas. There were 
spaces to question racist bigotry, for instance, in self as 
well as others, and to build a life on very different terms. In 
one account, Nancy Dobrin, born in 1914, tells a story of 
how the study of l i terature had revolut ionary 
consequences. Nancy grew up in a home where learning 
was not valued, where there was either “a row or an 
order”. She read little but later joined a workers’ class, 
read avidly, but also admitted that she partly went to the 
class in a search of a man. 

Nancy had worked for a German Jew during the Second 
World War and wrote about her own racism: she 
wondered what on earth he was doing in London, and why 
couldn’t people like him go home. Yet later, in another 
class, she met her future husband, a German Jewish 
refugee, who described himself as a Christian Communist. 
This was a relationship formed in the spaces of workers’ 
education, in which others, and literature – as good 

 with and learning from her anxieties, as well as taking on 
those who would simply disparage. She felt, she said, 
seen, understood, as well as challenged. She talked too of 
being an artist and activist, for the first time in her life. 
Interestingly, she also said that she felt listened to and 
understood by me, indicating how research itself can act 
as a kind of transitional and even transformational 
process, over time, through the serious business of 
narrating a life, and thinking about it with another (West, 
2009). 

‘Mathew’ was a black refugee asylum seeker in his mid-
thirties who went to university. He struggled with academic 
work primarily because of limited confidence with English, 
(it was in fact his fourth language). Mathew recognised the 
value of the languages he did know, viewing them as 
opportunities for better understanding of others’ worlds. 
His father had had an important place in his culture of 
birth, but Mathew was forced to flee this because of war, 
in a particularly poignant wrenching of self. He worked as 
an hourly paid-minimum wage carer since arriving on 
British soil, seeking asylum. He initially dropped out of an 
‘elite’ university, where he struggled with writing and 
understanding what was called the personal tutor system. 
He then enrolled on an Access to higher education course 
for adults and made friends with an English couple 
working on the programme, in a college of further 
education. He found especial support from them in 
pursuing an asylum status application and to renew his 
university education. 

Mathew, like a number of students, inhabited a world 
where boundaries between full and part-time study, work 
and university, family and student life, were blurred:

I do work…I used to work for agency but agencies 
shifts are not constant so I joined BUPA (a private 
health care provider) as a healthcare assistant. The 
rate is £5.90 for an hour... my partner is a nurse 
works shifts... I would be looking after the kids I 
have four boys... I’ve given up sleep lost hours of 
sleep to attend to the family and then education 
sometimes. I go to bed by three o’clock I get up 
by four o’clock five o’clock... I get up... prepare 
whatever I’ve got to take into [my] school, eat and 
shower the boys and leave them to dress by 
themselves and then go pack their bags/ lunch 
and leave home by 8 o’clock they’re supposed to 
start classes by 8.30 I mean 8.45 I’m supposed to 
start by 9... I have to drive to drop them to a 
neighbour who is very close to the school and who 
can just walk... so it’s very much more difficult 
than people might think.

The two lecturers in the college were significant others in 
his struggle over self-confidence: he forged a close 
relationship, first as a student wrestling with English, and 
then in the process of making an asylum application. 
Earlier, they had noticed that he stopped attending the 
Access course, on a regular basis, and asked why. He told 
them about changed regulations (in a wider climate of 

growing hostility towards ‘immigrants’), which forced him 
to report on a weekly basis to a detention centre. The 
lecturers recruited a range of people to help, including a 
lawyer, and began a campaign to support Mathew. Five 
years later, he was officially recognised as a British citizen 
in a citizenship ceremony, and they were there as 
witnesses. They were like ‘good parents’, he said: he felt 
looked after and understood by them. He thought of the 
ceremony itself as a moment of transition, a benchmark of 
achievement in what could be a fragile world. He also 
worked hard to find supportive others in a new university 
in the multi-cultural world of a particular part of London. 
Finding a good personal tutor, and other sympathetic staff 
and students, was central to this, he said. 
 
A public healthcare degree appealed because of the 
shortage of male carers in the National Health Service. In a 
second interview, he reflected on the language issues:  

It is difficult because when we started in the first 
year they said to us OK this first year we give you 
the opportunity and accept your assignment as 
is... that has been changed because of the stage 
of second year so you’re now needing proof 
reading and that makes it difficult for people like 
me considering my background which I’m always 
constantly worried about how to translate my 
thoughts my ideas from one language to another, 
from Mende/Kissi/Creole languages, to African 
English, then to British English is something that 
makes it difficult for me….

Yet his cultural diversity, alongside academic achievement, 
brought recognition. His competence in a variety of 
languages became a resource in negotiating a new identity 
and in cultivating a more critical, questioning edge:

Well from my languages from the various 
languages that I’ve gone through if you look at 
health for instance you cannot purely have a 
disease by itself. In that way you look at the 
medical models instead of looking at the social... 
or psychosocial aspect of it for the patient...having 
got some ideas about the…psychosocial aspect 
of health, taking it back to my past cultures... 
without making the connection with the social 
aspect you cannot treat the patient... so I bring in 
this system where I realise or begin to understand 
how I can actually help the sick from different 
cultures.

He became a student advocate and community activist as 
well as serving as a representative for overseas students in 
the university and being a member of important 
committees. He learned to argue his case, within this 
context, finding greater self-respect, maybe self-esteem 
too, in the process (and in telling stories about it). He 
talked of people – academics, for instance - missing him 
and his ideas when he could not attend a particular 
meeting. He felt recognised in diverse communities and he 
also critiqued the neglect of the cultural dimensions of 
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health care and a lack of attention given to minority 
communities and their experiences in the delivery of 
health services. He found symbolic friends in academic 
l i teratures that i l luminated the neglect of the 
psychocultural dimensions of health care. He talked a 
great deal of the failure to locate health and dis-ease in 
wider socio-political analysis. Yet, Mathew’s, like Gina’s, is 
no simple linear tale. He continued to struggle with written 
assignments and in both the second and third interviews, 
the research itself became, for a moment, an explicit 
transitional space, in which he thought about his options 
and looked to us (there were two researchers in this 
project) for guidance, in an emotionally needy way:  

I don’t want it to be a sign of weakness if I ask 
somebody to help me [proof reading my essay], 
that might make me a weak person... but there are 
a lot of resources which they call academic 
skills...I did it once, I’ve never done it again...but I 
have to change that because if I want to succeed I 
have to do that because the system is set up for 
that.

He asked what we thought and the boundaries between 
auto/biographical narrative interviewing and educational 
counselling, and between past and present, were blurred, 
and self-confidence fragile. A colleague researcher 
encouraged him to seek help and to overcome his 
reluctance.  He really wanted to know what she thought 
and began to talk at length. Admitting vulnerability was a 
dangerous business, he said, for someone like him, and 
he valued our meetings. He made the decision to try again 
with an assignment. By the time of the third interview, he 
had organised a new pressure group for multi-cultural 
sensitivities in health care, building on his work as a 
student advocate at the university. And he found new 
symbolic resources for critically interrogating the 
assumptions of Western medicine, and especially the 
neglect of the effects of poverty, or the reduction of 
people and their suffering to a medical category. We have 
glimpses in the material of different levels of recognition: 
at the most intimate, in terms of new relationships, and of 
feeling seen and valued, including in the research; of self-
respect, in being accepted as part of a wider community 
of rights within the university; and of self-esteem through 
the experience of being an effective political activist and 
advocate. Yet, to repeat, this is no simple, linear 
progression: after the interviews, Mathew wrote on a 
number of occasions to us, asking for help with 
assignments, and he constantly feared ‘failure’ in the ritual 
called academic writing. It remained hard to admit 
vulnerability and the need for help.

Recognition in the symbolic order
Such processes of transformation, including finding 
recognition in the symbolic order, are discernable in the 
history of workers’ education in the United Kingdom. An 
important strand here was the development of what were 
called ‘tutorial classes’’, which one of their tutors, a 
subsequently distinguished economic historian, described 

as ‘an experiment in democratic education’ (Tawney, 
1964). About 25 or so worker students would meet weekly 
with a university teacher, in a spirit of equality, over a 
period of three years or more. The classes were free from 
examinations or prescribed curricula, and its members 
could explore and interrogate issues in their working lives 
from the perspectives of history, politics, economics, 
literature etc. Fortnightly essays were required, and the 
standard of some of these was remarkably high (West, 
1972). 

The contribution of workers’ education, individually and 
collectively, and especially the tutorial classes, was, 
however, the target for major critique by a generation of 
mainly Marxist historians. Far from being transformational, 
possibilities for radical change were neutered among 
generations of working class autodidacts, (not least 
because, it was claimed, such education was brought 
under the respectable umbrella of university studies, with 
a curriculum that emphasised a common culture rather 
than one of conflict and antagonism). Incorporation into 
the established order, assimilation if you like, rather than 
radical transformation, was the consequence, so it was 
alleged. Yet this critique has been radically reappraised, in 
the light of more recent research drawing on the actual 
testimonies (in diaries, letters etc.) of diverse students 
themselves (Goldman, 1995; Rose, 2010). The testimony, 
when studied in depth, provides subtler insights into the 
role and qualities of workers’ education, and of notions of 
transformation. The classes offered avenues into 
leadership roles for working class people, at local and 
national levels, for example (in fact, as Rose observes, the 
post Second World War British Welfare State, was, to an 
extent, a product of workers’ education); but the classes 
also provided transitional space in which cosmopolitan 
learning, democratic relationships and personal 
transformations could flourish. Rose (2010), especially, 
has challenged what he sees to be a reductive, simplistic, 
ideologically driven disdain. He builds a more sympathetic 
interpretation: of how bigotry, propaganda and ignorance 
were challenged, democratic relationships forged, and 
new relationships established with the symbolic order, 
including the world of literature and ideas. There were 
spaces to question racist bigotry, for instance, in self as 
well as others, and to build a life on very different terms. In 
one account, Nancy Dobrin, born in 1914, tells a story of 
how the study of l i terature had revolut ionary 
consequences. Nancy grew up in a home where learning 
was not valued, where there was either “a row or an 
order”. She read little but later joined a workers’ class, 
read avidly, but also admitted that she partly went to the 
class in a search of a man. 

Nancy had worked for a German Jew during the Second 
World War and wrote about her own racism: she 
wondered what on earth he was doing in London, and why 
couldn’t people like him go home. Yet later, in another 
class, she met her future husband, a German Jewish 
refugee, who described himself as a Christian Communist. 
This was a relationship formed in the spaces of workers’ 
education, in which others, and literature – as good 

 with and learning from her anxieties, as well as taking on 
those who would simply disparage. She felt, she said, 
seen, understood, as well as challenged. She talked too of 
being an artist and activist, for the first time in her life. 
Interestingly, she also said that she felt listened to and 
understood by me, indicating how research itself can act 
as a kind of transitional and even transformational 
process, over time, through the serious business of 
narrating a life, and thinking about it with another (West, 
2009). 

‘Mathew’ was a black refugee asylum seeker in his mid-
thirties who went to university. He struggled with academic 
work primarily because of limited confidence with English, 
(it was in fact his fourth language). Mathew recognised the 
value of the languages he did know, viewing them as 
opportunities for better understanding of others’ worlds. 
His father had had an important place in his culture of 
birth, but Mathew was forced to flee this because of war, 
in a particularly poignant wrenching of self. He worked as 
an hourly paid-minimum wage carer since arriving on 
British soil, seeking asylum. He initially dropped out of an 
‘elite’ university, where he struggled with writing and 
understanding what was called the personal tutor system. 
He then enrolled on an Access to higher education course 
for adults and made friends with an English couple 
working on the programme, in a college of further 
education. He found especial support from them in 
pursuing an asylum status application and to renew his 
university education. 

Mathew, like a number of students, inhabited a world 
where boundaries between full and part-time study, work 
and university, family and student life, were blurred:

I do work…I used to work for agency but agencies 
shifts are not constant so I joined BUPA (a private 
health care provider) as a healthcare assistant. The 
rate is £5.90 for an hour... my partner is a nurse 
works shifts... I would be looking after the kids I 
have four boys... I’ve given up sleep lost hours of 
sleep to attend to the family and then education 
sometimes. I go to bed by three o’clock I get up 
by four o’clock five o’clock... I get up... prepare 
whatever I’ve got to take into [my] school, eat and 
shower the boys and leave them to dress by 
themselves and then go pack their bags/ lunch 
and leave home by 8 o’clock they’re supposed to 
start classes by 8.30 I mean 8.45 I’m supposed to 
start by 9... I have to drive to drop them to a 
neighbour who is very close to the school and who 
can just walk... so it’s very much more difficult 
than people might think.

The two lecturers in the college were significant others in 
his struggle over self-confidence: he forged a close 
relationship, first as a student wrestling with English, and 
then in the process of making an asylum application. 
Earlier, they had noticed that he stopped attending the 
Access course, on a regular basis, and asked why. He told 
them about changed regulations (in a wider climate of 

growing hostility towards ‘immigrants’), which forced him 
to report on a weekly basis to a detention centre. The 
lecturers recruited a range of people to help, including a 
lawyer, and began a campaign to support Mathew. Five 
years later, he was officially recognised as a British citizen 
in a citizenship ceremony, and they were there as 
witnesses. They were like ‘good parents’, he said: he felt 
looked after and understood by them. He thought of the 
ceremony itself as a moment of transition, a benchmark of 
achievement in what could be a fragile world. He also 
worked hard to find supportive others in a new university 
in the multi-cultural world of a particular part of London. 
Finding a good personal tutor, and other sympathetic staff 
and students, was central to this, he said. 
 
A public healthcare degree appealed because of the 
shortage of male carers in the National Health Service. In a 
second interview, he reflected on the language issues:  

It is difficult because when we started in the first 
year they said to us OK this first year we give you 
the opportunity and accept your assignment as 
is... that has been changed because of the stage 
of second year so you’re now needing proof 
reading and that makes it difficult for people like 
me considering my background which I’m always 
constantly worried about how to translate my 
thoughts my ideas from one language to another, 
from Mende/Kissi/Creole languages, to African 
English, then to British English is something that 
makes it difficult for me….

Yet his cultural diversity, alongside academic achievement, 
brought recognition. His competence in a variety of 
languages became a resource in negotiating a new identity 
and in cultivating a more critical, questioning edge:

Well from my languages from the various 
languages that I’ve gone through if you look at 
health for instance you cannot purely have a 
disease by itself. In that way you look at the 
medical models instead of looking at the social... 
or psychosocial aspect of it for the patient...having 
got some ideas about the…psychosocial aspect 
of health, taking it back to my past cultures... 
without making the connection with the social 
aspect you cannot treat the patient... so I bring in 
this system where I realise or begin to understand 
how I can actually help the sick from different 
cultures.

He became a student advocate and community activist as 
well as serving as a representative for overseas students in 
the university and being a member of important 
committees. He learned to argue his case, within this 
context, finding greater self-respect, maybe self-esteem 
too, in the process (and in telling stories about it). He 
talked of people – academics, for instance - missing him 
and his ideas when he could not attend a particular 
meeting. He felt recognised in diverse communities and he 
also critiqued the neglect of the cultural dimensions of 
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 objects – enabled her to question and transcend her own 
bigotry. She learned what we might call more democratic, 
inclusive sensibilities, as many others describe, in their 
own words (Rose, 2010: 274-275). This is the territory of 
meaningful TL and Bildung.

Nancy’s story resonates in fact with those of other 
students in research into experiences of adult education, 
including of adult students at university (West, 1996). 
‘Brenda’, for instance, like Nancy, found, in particular 
tutors and students, as well as in literature, recognition of 
her experience, and self, as well as glimpses of what she 
might be. She could relate to fictional characters, not least 
an abused, yet resilient woman in a novel by Mau 
Passant. Brenda is talking below about one of her 
heroines, that she has encountered in a literature degree:

.....Well, funny enough, it is a prostitute...And the 
reason I feel sorry for her is because she is within 
the confines of this coach with all these stereotype 
people who ostracise her, because she is different, 
because she is a prostitute, because she is a lady 
of easy virtue. I don't mean I am saying I am a lady 
of easy virtue but you know, because she is 
different and they then realise she has this hamper 
of food and they are on this very long journey.  Oh, 
she is useful to know, let's get to talk to her.  So 
they chat her up, eat her food and they arrive at an 
inn to stay overnight, I don't know if you know this 
story, the Prussians, you know, Prussian, Anglo 
Prussian, Franco Prussians. And the Prussian 
Officer is interested in her sexually so she doesn't 
want to know, she is trying to retain her dignity and 
she eventually gets coerced, emotionally 
blackmailed, forced, oppressed, call it what you 
like into going to bed with this chap and is terribly 
upset afterwards and they all climb back into the 
coach, by which time they have replenished their 
food supplies, which they fail to share with....And 
the last three lines of that story are so real and so 
painful, I just could draw alongside with her in that 
she is trying to hold back the tears of hurt and 
frustration and anger at being cheated when she 
really has been open and honest.

Brenda felt abused too, by men, across her life. Such a 
profound process of projective-identification – of finding 
aspects of self in a fictional and or an actual other – and of 
being able to internalise some of their resilience, (West, 
1996), needs to be incorporated into a more developed 
theory of recognition: one encompassing unconscious, 
imaginative as well as emotional dynamics. Recognition of 
self in the ‘fictional other’ enabled Brenda – Nancy too, 
perhaps – to recognise oppression in her own life, and to 
be open to new agentic possibilities, via literature and 
feminism, for instance. Brenda, like Nancy, learned to play 
with ideas and to feel valued for it. New qualities of 
selfhood were forged in these different levels of 
recognition. 

Conclusion
Drawing on the object relations theories of Winnicott and 
Honneth’s concept of intersubjective recognition, in the 
context of narratives such as those above, makes us 
appreciate more of the dynamic, agentic selves in the 
making, and of the different dimensions of TL or Bildung. 
The process is about more than exercising reason, or 
challenging tradition, alone, although this might be an 
important aspect. At a basic level, learners’ selves and 
transformations seem deeply contingent, dependent on 
others and loving relationships in order to take risks and 
play. This is far from ‘touchy-feely’ indulgence and escape 
into self-absorption, rather about a person being 
challenged to question who they are, have been and might 
be. A process both intimate and socio-cultural: including 
finding particular qualities of groups, in which self-respect 
is nurtured. We may learn, in good enough groups, to be 
more open to the other and to questioning self, including 
our bigotry and ignorance, for example. We become part 
of a community, with rights and responsibilities, animated 
by relative openness, enquiry and questioning at a group 
level, as in the best of the tutorial classes. At a wider level, 
increased self-esteem can be stimulated when someone 
like Mathew feels recognised by diverse others, because 
of his contributions to a community’s well-being and its 
solidarity. The capacity to question, to think beyond the 
norm, to play with different ideas, and to become more of 
the agentic, realised self is rooted in such self/other, 
cultural/psychic, conscious/unconscious, feeling/cognitive 
dynamics. 

The largely unconscious processes of projection and 
introjection seem crucial too: including being open to new 
symbols (or objects) and thus to generate new meanings 
for self in the world. For some learners, like Gina, Brenda 
and Nora, transformation had to do with new recognition 
of self experience in the other of sculpture or literary 
characters, and of finding greater meaning and even 
liberation in this. ‘This is like me, I know this place; I know 
this kind of oppression, yet it can be transcended. I can 
tell new stories’. Selves claiming space for imaginative 
play, for an experiment with identity in the company of 
sympathetic others. The good and open group, like a 
tutorial class, enables us to experiment in the world of 
ideas, to find new theoretical friends, and to experience 
new forms of social engagement, across difference. We 
move, in this process, towards a more relational, 
psychosocial and meaning making understanding of 
transformation. Groups matter greatly in questioning 
rather than accepting givens or dominant discourses; and 
or for transcending the ubiquitous stultifying constraints of 
halbbildung, for instance. Wider cultures matter too, when 
our contribution is recognised, and in ways that make it 
possible to better acknowledge and recognise others, on 
which more inclusive social solidarities might depend. We 
need more spaces in groups and across our societies and 
in our intimate relationships in which the most animated, 
unrestrained interplay of selves is made possible, and the 
potential for transformation is enhanced, at an individual 
as well as collective level.  
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critical reflection that we can exploit the immanent 
potential of the knowledge and information at our disposal 
in an empowering way. Moreover, like Dewey and Freire, 
Mezirow (1991, 2007) argues that it only through critical 
reflection that we can begin to think more rationally and 
sytematically about our own circumstances and self. This 
in turn is the basis for becoming more capable of acting in 
a way that enhances personal and collective freedom. He 
(1991, 2007) makes a further important distinction and 
argues that critical reflection can be carried out with 
varying degrees of intensity and depth and distinguishes 
between reflection on content, processes or fundamental 
premises. For Mezirow it is the latter of these forms of 
critical reflection that is the most profound and has the 
greatest transformative potential. Learning is truly 
transformative when previously taken for granted 
assumptions and norms and roles are reflected upon and 
modified. This involves rethinking deeply held, and often 
distorted beliefs, about who we are and our lifeworld. 
Mezirow (1991, pp. 167-174) maintains this process of 
‘subjective reframing’ follows identifiable phases in which 
the learner moves from a disorienting dilemma through to 
self-examination (based on collaborative dialogue) to a 
major rethinking of one’s assumptions. If successful 
Mezirow (1991, p. 155) this can lead:

toward a more inclusive, differentiated, permeable, 
and integrated perspective and that, insofar as it is 
possible, we all naturally move toward such an 
orientation. This is what development means in 
adulthood It should be clear that a strong case can 
be made for calling perspective transformation the 
central process of adult development, 

Doing this successfully also refigures relationships and 
results in novel courses of action. While this type of 
learning is always empowering (in the sense of 
strengthening individuals and communities capacity to 
think and act rationally and justly) it is not necessarily 
socially emancipatory as this has typically been described 
in radical adult education (i.e resulting in social action for 
egalitarian objectives). We benefit by reshaping our 
assumptions through rational democratic deliberation but 
the precise relationship to broader social change is 
described as contingent on circumstances and needs of 
learners. Consequently, the site of change is envisaged 
primarily in terms of the transformation of the inner mental 
landscape of an individual learner which may or may not 
have broader social consequences.

I think this careful differentiation of forms, types and uses 
of learning explains a good deal of Mezirow’s influence as 
this precision lends the theory a good deal of conceptual 
and explanatory force. It also manages to restate and 
develop fundamental precepts of adult education in a way 
that responds to a growing social need- to devise or 
discover satisfactory biographical solutions to challenges 
resulting from rapid and ceaseless social change (Alheit & 
Dausien, 2000). There is mounting evidence that we live in 
societies where this specific form of reflexive action- the 
change and transformation of the self- is highly valued 

and perhaps even imperative in our culture. Certainly, my 
own research - mainly with non-traditional students in 
higher education - indicates that this phenomenon is very 
widespread and consequently something akin to 
‘subjective reframing’, often linked to major life transitions, 
leading to more integrated and inclusive ways of thinking 
and acting appeared frequently as a theme in these 
biographical accounts of life and learning. 

Affective, embodied experience and social 
power: the limits of Mezirow’s TLT
So Mezirow gives a sophisticated account of knowledge 
and critical reflection, holds firmly to the promise that this 
remaking of the self through education can readily be 
turned to progressive ends and reworks adult education 
ideas in a way that responds to important social 
phenomena. I think this means that Mezirow’s TLT 
remains of real importance in adult education theory. 
Despite this I believe the way Mezirow approaches the 
interplay of self and culture and the relation this might 
have to processes of learning and social change needs 
careful interrogation. Overall, he does not explain just how 
profoundly contextual and contingent developmental 
trajectories are and related to this there are two 
particularly noticeable theoretical gaps within Mezirow’s 
TLT that I want to highlight here. First of all he employs a 
somewhat narrow ‘rationalist’– and therefore limited- 
conception of learning and cognition which minimises the 
importance of affective, embodied experience. Second 
Mezirow underemphasises the social, historical and 
collective dimensions of adult learning and does not have 
an adequate theory of power.
For me the importance of rational, critical reflection aimed 
at strengthening personal autonomy and bolstering 
collective agency in adult learning theory is beyond 
question. However, the way Mezirow (1991, 2007) 
discusses learning and cognitive processes is curiously 
disembodied. Emotions are mentioned and discussed by 
Mezirow but mainly as something to be moved through 
and beyond in transformative learning. This stands at 
odds with our everyday experience of cognition as an 
embodied and affective process as well as what has been 
discovered recently through neuroscience (Damasio, 
1994) and through the philosophical and social scientific 
inquiry of feminist scholars (Kittay, 1999; Lynch et al., 
2009; Nussbaum, 2001). This body of work alerts us to 
the fact we are fundamentally needy, vulnerable, affective 
beings who make meaning, and act rationally, through our 
commitments, attachments and feelings (McIntyre, 1999; 
Sayer, 2011). The challenge then is to identify modes of 
research and theorising which keep us fully attuned to the 
“elements of impulse, restraint, and tone; specifically 
affective elements of consciousness and relationships: not 
feeling against thought, but thought as felt and feeling as 
thought” (Williams, 1977, p. 132). The importance of 
embodied and affective experience to learning is readily 
apparent when one does biographical research (Finnegan, 
Merrill and Thunborg, 2014; West, 1996; West, Fleming & 
Finnegan, 2013). These dimensions of learning cannot be 
treated as something that should painstakingly distilled off 
to get at the crystalline truth of cognition. Furthermore, I 

Introduction: Speaking at cross purposes?
Mezirow’s Transformative Learning theory (TLT) has been 
remarkably influential set of ideas and continues to appeal 
to educators embedded in a wide variety of traditions, 
disciplines and settings. According to Edward Taylor 
(2007) it is now the most researched and discussed theory 
of adult learning in the US and holds increasing sway in 
European educational scholarship. Consequently, as 
anyone who has attended a TL conference can attest, 
Mezirow’s ideas have been developed in a dizzying variety 
of directions (including in ways that Mezirow may feel, with 
some justification, have little in common with his 
approach). I think it is fair to say that at this point that TL 
has become a umbrella term – or perhaps more correctly 
speaking a capacious metaphor - under which various 
adult education traditions and diverse educational and 
political agendas jostle up alongside each other under the 
illusion that, at least in some tangential way, we all mean 
the same thing when we speak of transformation.. So 
pausing to think about the many, often incommensurable, 
meanings given to transformative learning – the task of 
this network and conference - seems to me timely. Just as 
importantly, at this particular historical and political 
juncture -in a time of crisis but also a period in which we 
are witnessing, albeit in bursts, a quickening of the 
emancipatory pulse globally – I think it is also necessary to 
return to a defining and constitutive concern of adult 
education – how learning can contribute to social change.

With this academic and political backdrop in mind I want 
to examine Mezirow’s ideas (rather than the busy field of 
TL as a whole), highlight some of the strengths and 
lacunae in his work and sketch out how elements of TLT 
might be integrated within a critical, realist theory of social 
learning explicitly orientated to social change. To do this I 
need to cover quite a lot of ground in a short time and as 
such the aim here is offer propositional and speculative 
notes on a topic rather than a summary of a 
comprehensive theory of learning (such as developed by 
Illeris, 2003, 2007). I will also not use empirical research 
material in the paper but I should mention that these ideas 
have been developed in working through biographical 
accounts given by students’ in higher education that I 
have gathered alongside colleagues across Europe 
(Finnegan, Merrill and Thunborg, 2014; West, Fleming & 
Finnegan, 2013). 

Mezirow’s transformative learning theory 
Mezirow’s (1981, 1990, 1991, 2007) version of TLT has 
been developed over several decades and gone through 
several distinct iterations (Kitchenham, 2008). It is 
probably best described as a powerful synthesis of radical 
and pragmatist educational philosophy and developmental 
psychology. For Mezirow (1991) learning is as a core 
human activity and in exploring this topic Mezirow, in 
Deweyan fashion, puts meaning making right at the centre 
of learning theory and indeed human life more generally. 
Learning according to Mezirow (1991) is primarily about 
negotiating, amending and transforming the way we make 
meaning and how we use meaning to act in the world. It is 
important to note - for reasons I will return to later - that 
meaning making is very clearly depicted by Mezirow as a 
socialised process but in his analysis tends to focus on 
how individual’s ‘meaning schemes’ made up of specific 
beliefs, knowledge, value judgements and feelings 
embedded in broader sets of assumptions (‘meaning 
perspectives’) change through learning (see 1991 
especially pp. 5-6 and pp 154-156).

Mezirow (2007), pace Habermas, also identifies different 
‘domains’ of learning (which he terms the instrumental and 
communicative domains) which are distinct in terms of the 
forms they take and uses they are put to in society 
(roughly speaking these relate to the transfer of 
information/skills/techniques and the development of 
shared interpretations of the world). Thus, quite rightly to 
my mind, even if I might disagree with the way he chooses 
to distinguish these domains, Mezirow does acknowledge 
that there are a wide variety of bodies of knowledge – with 
diverse applications and modes of employment -  that 
might be relevant to adult learners in a highly complex 
society. This may seem an entirely banal observation but 
too often this simple fact – the busy and layered nature of 
knowledge creation in contemporary society -  is passed 
over in discussions of learning. But the existence of a 
multiplicity of learning processes and knowledge domains 
has considerable implications for how we might frame and 
delimit, what we mean by emancipatory learning and 
producing ‘really useful knowledge’. 
In reviewing this epistemological landscape Mezirow 
(1981, 1991, 2007) also offers a clear set of criteria for 
differentiating and evaluating different types of learning. 
He holds that truly significant learning involves critical 
reflection. It is only through developing our capacity for 
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are witnessing, albeit in bursts, a quickening of the 
emancipatory pulse globally – I think it is also necessary to 
return to a defining and constitutive concern of adult 
education – how learning can contribute to social change.

With this academic and political backdrop in mind I want 
to examine Mezirow’s ideas (rather than the busy field of 
TL as a whole), highlight some of the strengths and 
lacunae in his work and sketch out how elements of TLT 
might be integrated within a critical, realist theory of social 
learning explicitly orientated to social change. To do this I 
need to cover quite a lot of ground in a short time and as 
such the aim here is offer propositional and speculative 
notes on a topic rather than a summary of a 
comprehensive theory of learning (such as developed by 
Illeris, 2003, 2007). I will also not use empirical research 
material in the paper but I should mention that these ideas 
have been developed in working through biographical 
accounts given by students’ in higher education that I 
have gathered alongside colleagues across Europe 
(Finnegan, Merrill and Thunborg, 2014; West, Fleming & 
Finnegan, 2013). 

Mezirow’s transformative learning theory 
Mezirow’s (1981, 1990, 1991, 2007) version of TLT has 
been developed over several decades and gone through 
several distinct iterations (Kitchenham, 2008). It is 
probably best described as a powerful synthesis of radical 
and pragmatist educational philosophy and developmental 
psychology. For Mezirow (1991) learning is as a core 
human activity and in exploring this topic Mezirow, in 
Deweyan fashion, puts meaning making right at the centre 
of learning theory and indeed human life more generally. 
Learning according to Mezirow (1991) is primarily about 
negotiating, amending and transforming the way we make 
meaning and how we use meaning to act in the world. It is 
important to note - for reasons I will return to later - that 
meaning making is very clearly depicted by Mezirow as a 
socialised process but in his analysis tends to focus on 
how individual’s ‘meaning schemes’ made up of specific 
beliefs, knowledge, value judgements and feelings 
embedded in broader sets of assumptions (‘meaning 
perspectives’) change through learning (see 1991 
especially pp. 5-6 and pp 154-156).

Mezirow (2007), pace Habermas, also identifies different 
‘domains’ of learning (which he terms the instrumental and 
communicative domains) which are distinct in terms of the 
forms they take and uses they are put to in society 
(roughly speaking these relate to the transfer of 
information/skills/techniques and the development of 
shared interpretations of the world). Thus, quite rightly to 
my mind, even if I might disagree with the way he chooses 
to distinguish these domains, Mezirow does acknowledge 
that there are a wide variety of bodies of knowledge – with 
diverse applications and modes of employment -  that 
might be relevant to adult learners in a highly complex 
society. This may seem an entirely banal observation but 
too often this simple fact – the busy and layered nature of 
knowledge creation in contemporary society -  is passed 
over in discussions of learning. But the existence of a 
multiplicity of learning processes and knowledge domains 
has considerable implications for how we might frame and 
delimit, what we mean by emancipatory learning and 
producing ‘really useful knowledge’. 
In reviewing this epistemological landscape Mezirow 
(1981, 1991, 2007) also offers a clear set of criteria for 
differentiating and evaluating different types of learning. 
He holds that truly significant learning involves critical 
reflection. It is only through developing our capacity for 

Embodied experience, transformative 
learning and social change: notes on 
a theory of social learning
Fergal Finnegan
The National University of Ireland, Maynooth



28 29

ADULT EDUCATION

 believe it is a mistake to treat experience as something 
straightforward and transparent- often we perceive 
ourselves and other ‘through a glass darkly’ - and need to 
hold on to a sense of the complexity and varied 
dimensions of consciousness that feed into learning. In a 
similar vein John Dirkxx has argued that any theory of 
transformation requires a sense of:

that shadowy inner world, that part of our being that 
shows up in seemingly disjointed, fragmentary, and 
difficult to understand dreams, of spontaneous 
fantasies that often break through to consciousness 
in the middle of carefully orchestrated conversation, 
deep feelings and emotions that erupt into our 
waking lives with a force that surprises even us, let 
alone those who know us. I want to know more 
about that part of the inner world that volunteers 
questions without being asked (Dirkxx, Mezirow and 
Cranton., 2006, p. 126).

The point is that ours ways of being, doing, knowing and 
feeling are immensely complex. Any theory of learning has 
to account for the conscious and subconscious elements 
and the personal and social dimensions of learning which 
are brought forth in various combinations within specific 
contexts and through various patterns of human 
relationship (Merrill, 2007; Williams, 1977). Although 
Mezirow writes in full knowledge of this complexity – after 
all he draws heavily on key ideas within psychodynamic 
literature - he chooses a form of presentation and 
argumentation that means this insight is never fully 
explored. As a result I would argue his version of TLT does 
not have all the conceptual tools necessary for being 
sensitised towards and interpreting learning as a process 
based on embodied experience.
One other frequently voiced, and to my mind justified 
criticism of Mezirow’s work, is that it also insufficiently 
equipped to explain the dynamics and logic of social 
power (Inglis 1997; Murray, 2013; for more sympathetic 
accounts see for example Brookfield & Preskill, 2008; 
Fleming, 2002). While the socio-cultural and sociological 
aspects of learning are constantly present in one form or 
other social relations are rarely placed centre stage and 
overall are given much less space than the psychological 
theories of development that he discusses in his writing. 
We can see this for instance in his treatment of the issues 
of employment, class and social movements in 
Transformative dimensions in adult learning. Furthermore, 
as noted earlier, he presents transformative learning as 
something which may or may not be linked to social action 
and although he is clearly concerned with emancipatory 
learning it appears as one possible subset of 
transformative learning. This leaves the question of how 
transformative learning may or may not be linked to wider 
social change undertheorised. This is compounded by the 
fact that Mezirow pays relatively little attention to the 
patterns and sources of collective agency from ‘below’. So 
while he consistently stresses that informed action and 
higher levels of autonomy do require collaboration and 
dialogue the overwhelming focus is change on an 
individual level. I believe that this reflects the strong 

influence psychology as a discipline on Mezirow’s work 
which as a subject remains, for the most part, very firmly 
bound to methodological individualism (Harre, Clarke & De 
Carlo, 1985) and systematically underplays the socially 
structured, mediated and contextual nature of learning 
(Cunnigham, 1998).

Notes towards a theory of social learning
I want to build on this review of Mezirow’s TLT and offer a 
provisional sketch of how some of Mezirow’s ideas might 
be integrated in a broader theory of learning which can 
account for the complex nature of lived experience 
informed and shaped by power relations. In doing this I will 
draw on aspects of the work of Bateson (2000), Bourdieu 
(1990), Vygotsky (1978) Honneth (1995, 2007) and 
Engestrom (1987). In order to clear some ground I will 
move away from Mezirow and make a couple of 
preliminary remarks on how I conceptualise learning and 
suggest alternative criteria for differentiating and valuing 
various types of learning.
Learning is central to all human activity at the most basic 
level is best conceived as a fundamental human capacity 
for self-monitoring, adaptation and change in the collective 
and collaborative organisation of social activity. This 
means that learning always occurs within webs of human 
activity “based on material production, mediated by 
technical and psychological tools as well as by other 
human beings” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 48). Over history the 
forms and types of learning required within the division of 
labour have become increasingly complex and specialised 
and needs to be analysed as a highly varied set of cultural 
and historical processes.

Building on this we can say, following Vygotsky (1978), 
that socialisation and individualisation are interlinked 
processes which occurs as a movement through culture to 
higher levels of individuation (in Vygotsky’s terms initial 
human deve lopment can be t raced f rom the 
interpsychological plane through to the intrapsychological 
plane). The formation of identity, the shaping of a full inner 
life, and of course learning therefore depend on human 
interaction within specific contexts using the symbolic 
tools and artefacts available in a given culture, We can 
develop this insight further and posit that adult learning, 
based on intersubjective modes of interaction and cultural 
mediation, is central to the way we develop throughout life 
(Honneth, 1995, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978). From this 
perspective one of the main tasks of critical, educational 
research is to trace how collective forms of activity and 
learning are dialectically related to individuals’ inner worlds 
and how this informs specific experiences of learning and 
education. I believe this the issue is right of the heart of 
developing a critical and realistic and therefore truly 
psycho-social theory of learning. As I hope my critique of 
Mezirow will have made clear this means we need take 
embodied experience within ‘activity systems’- in all its 
layered complexity as our primary focus in analysing 
learning. I think to do this adequately entails a double 
focus on how we are made and remade through 
intersubjective experience and the how this process is 
shaped by institutions and practices (Honneth, 1995; 

2007). Obviously in making these remarks I want to shift 
the emphasis away from meaning making and 
communication (the foci of Mezirow) and instead 
foreground multidimensional embodied experience and 
social practice. This also means taking a less 
dichotomous approach to ‘individual and society’ and 
putting a greater stress on intersubjectivity.
In developing this sketch a little further I want to turn to 
the intriguing proposal of Gregory Bateson’s (2000) who 
maintained that the most useful ways of differentiating 
between types of learning is the degree and extent to 
which a given type of learning is reflexive. He identifies five 
types of learning (0, I, II, III, IV) each of which is defined by 
its complexity and transformative range. The simplest 
form (0) is a basic stimulus and response model of 
learning and the highest (Learning IV) is a perhaps wholly 
ideal type of learning, which completely transcends the 
paradigms within which learning happens. 
I am not concerned with deploying this exact framework 
here but I do find it very suggestive. In particular I am 
interested in what happens if we approach Bateson’s 
proposal historically and sociologically and examine how 
reflexive learning, linked to symbolic practices and new 
technologies, becomes a source of power for maintaining 
and transforming human culture. Like the Greek 
philosopher Castoriadis (1987, p. 42). I am especially 
interested in how reflexivity augments the “capacity for 
internal contestation” and allows us to question dogmas 
and ultimately to reimagine the social world. In other 
words highly reflexive forms of learning – and I wish to 
claim Mezirow’s TLT as one type of such learning– are a 
source of social power. Logically this entails differentiating 
learning processes according to their scope and intensity 
and the extent to which various modes of reflexive activity 
enhance autonomy and allow us to reorganise social 
practices. Within this provisional framework I think 
learning can be divided into four levels i.e. 1) learning 
which is largely unconscious and adaptive, 2) reflexively 
adaptive learning 3) biographically transformative learning 
4) those types of learning capable of effecting 
emancipatory institutional and social change.

The work of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1990) 
and in particular his concept of habitus is very useful in 
thinking through the first two levels of learning described 
above. This concept was developed as part of a more 
general theory of social practice which seeks to transcend 
pretentions of ‘god’s eye view’ structuralism and the 
pitfalls of methodological individualism. Bourdieu (1990, p. 
53) explains:

The conditionings associated with a particular class 
of conditions of existence produce habitus, systems 
of durable transposable dispositions, structured 
structures predisposed to function as structuring 
structures, that is, as principles which generate and 
organize practices and representations, that can be 
objectively adapted to their outcomes without 
presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an 
express mastery of the operations necessary in 
order to attain them

So our embodied knowledge of the social world-informs 

our conscious and unconscious ways of making sense of 
things. This is similar to what Mezirow names as the 
“epistemic, cultural and psychic assumptions within which 
our past experience assimilates and transforms new 
experience” which are “largely prerational and 
unarticulated presuppositions”(1991, p. 62; for the links 
with TLT see Finnegan 2011). However, I think the notion 
of habitus (supplemented with critical and feminist 
theories of intersubjectivity) improves on ‘meaning 
perspectives’ in two crucial respects; Bourdieu fully 
acknowledges the practical, embodied and affective 
dimensions of existence and he explictly, and in some 
detail, theorises how individuals’ experience in shaped by 
their position in social space and their access to cultural 
and material resources. He also argues the existence of 
deep and durable dispositions means we frequently act in 
semi-conscious and almost automatic ways and we often 
simply follow ‘our sense of the game’. Amongst other 
things this serves to naturalise social relations and 
consequently Bourdieu argues that habitus is crucial to the 
process of social reproduction. I think this helps explain a 
great deal of largely unconscious or even conscious 
reflexively but adaptive learning. Bourdieu is foregrounding 
something which appears only as a background to TL in 
Mezirow – that much of social life and learning is about 
‘getting by’ and this can often follows patterns – 
notwithstanding an orientation to development and human 
flourishing – that are self-limiting or even damaging. This is 
not primarily, Bourdieu would argue, because we have 
distorted assumptions- although these processes can 
result in misrecognition and being misrecognised- but 
rather it reflects the immanent logic of social relations. I 
think acknowledging that social experience and structures 
of power is the basis for a lot adult learning that is largely 
unconscious or minimally reflexive learning aimed at 
adaptation (including in formal settings) is a useful place to 
start in any theory of social learning.
Bourdieu is overwhelmingly concerned with how power 
naturalises and reproduces itself but his body of work is 
much weaker when it comes to explaining everyday 
agency and how people act on their desires, attachments 
and concern in ways that create change. Underplaying the 
way people reason, value and intervene, often in 
unpredictable ways, in their own lives is a characteristic of 
certain forms of sociological analysis as is just as limiting 
as methodological individualism (Finnegan, 2011).  
Certainly in the type of educational research I have 
conducted students have regularly discussed- with 
passion and acuity- the importance they give to finding 
space and resources to rethink aspects of their own lives. 
This has often resulted in major changes in identity and 
relationships. If we overlook these changes we will miss a 
great deal of what is truly significant and valuable in adult 
experiences of learning and education. As mentioned 
earlier I think Mezirow’s theory has a good deal of 
explanatory power in exploring such accounts and the 
process, challenges and rewards involved in such 
subjective reframing especially if we read him alongside 
other scholars who are concerned with relationality and 
embodied experience. 
But I share the Finnish thinker Yrjo Engestrom’s belief that 
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 believe it is a mistake to treat experience as something 
straightforward and transparent- often we perceive 
ourselves and other ‘through a glass darkly’ - and need to 
hold on to a sense of the complexity and varied 
dimensions of consciousness that feed into learning. In a 
similar vein John Dirkxx has argued that any theory of 
transformation requires a sense of:

that shadowy inner world, that part of our being that 
shows up in seemingly disjointed, fragmentary, and 
difficult to understand dreams, of spontaneous 
fantasies that often break through to consciousness 
in the middle of carefully orchestrated conversation, 
deep feelings and emotions that erupt into our 
waking lives with a force that surprises even us, let 
alone those who know us. I want to know more 
about that part of the inner world that volunteers 
questions without being asked (Dirkxx, Mezirow and 
Cranton., 2006, p. 126).

The point is that ours ways of being, doing, knowing and 
feeling are immensely complex. Any theory of learning has 
to account for the conscious and subconscious elements 
and the personal and social dimensions of learning which 
are brought forth in various combinations within specific 
contexts and through various patterns of human 
relationship (Merrill, 2007; Williams, 1977). Although 
Mezirow writes in full knowledge of this complexity – after 
all he draws heavily on key ideas within psychodynamic 
literature - he chooses a form of presentation and 
argumentation that means this insight is never fully 
explored. As a result I would argue his version of TLT does 
not have all the conceptual tools necessary for being 
sensitised towards and interpreting learning as a process 
based on embodied experience.
One other frequently voiced, and to my mind justified 
criticism of Mezirow’s work, is that it also insufficiently 
equipped to explain the dynamics and logic of social 
power (Inglis 1997; Murray, 2013; for more sympathetic 
accounts see for example Brookfield & Preskill, 2008; 
Fleming, 2002). While the socio-cultural and sociological 
aspects of learning are constantly present in one form or 
other social relations are rarely placed centre stage and 
overall are given much less space than the psychological 
theories of development that he discusses in his writing. 
We can see this for instance in his treatment of the issues 
of employment, class and social movements in 
Transformative dimensions in adult learning. Furthermore, 
as noted earlier, he presents transformative learning as 
something which may or may not be linked to social action 
and although he is clearly concerned with emancipatory 
learning it appears as one possible subset of 
transformative learning. This leaves the question of how 
transformative learning may or may not be linked to wider 
social change undertheorised. This is compounded by the 
fact that Mezirow pays relatively little attention to the 
patterns and sources of collective agency from ‘below’. So 
while he consistently stresses that informed action and 
higher levels of autonomy do require collaboration and 
dialogue the overwhelming focus is change on an 
individual level. I believe that this reflects the strong 

influence psychology as a discipline on Mezirow’s work 
which as a subject remains, for the most part, very firmly 
bound to methodological individualism (Harre, Clarke & De 
Carlo, 1985) and systematically underplays the socially 
structured, mediated and contextual nature of learning 
(Cunnigham, 1998).

Notes towards a theory of social learning
I want to build on this review of Mezirow’s TLT and offer a 
provisional sketch of how some of Mezirow’s ideas might 
be integrated in a broader theory of learning which can 
account for the complex nature of lived experience 
informed and shaped by power relations. In doing this I will 
draw on aspects of the work of Bateson (2000), Bourdieu 
(1990), Vygotsky (1978) Honneth (1995, 2007) and 
Engestrom (1987). In order to clear some ground I will 
move away from Mezirow and make a couple of 
preliminary remarks on how I conceptualise learning and 
suggest alternative criteria for differentiating and valuing 
various types of learning.
Learning is central to all human activity at the most basic 
level is best conceived as a fundamental human capacity 
for self-monitoring, adaptation and change in the collective 
and collaborative organisation of social activity. This 
means that learning always occurs within webs of human 
activity “based on material production, mediated by 
technical and psychological tools as well as by other 
human beings” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 48). Over history the 
forms and types of learning required within the division of 
labour have become increasingly complex and specialised 
and needs to be analysed as a highly varied set of cultural 
and historical processes.

Building on this we can say, following Vygotsky (1978), 
that socialisation and individualisation are interlinked 
processes which occurs as a movement through culture to 
higher levels of individuation (in Vygotsky’s terms initial 
human deve lopment can be t raced f rom the 
interpsychological plane through to the intrapsychological 
plane). The formation of identity, the shaping of a full inner 
life, and of course learning therefore depend on human 
interaction within specific contexts using the symbolic 
tools and artefacts available in a given culture, We can 
develop this insight further and posit that adult learning, 
based on intersubjective modes of interaction and cultural 
mediation, is central to the way we develop throughout life 
(Honneth, 1995, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978). From this 
perspective one of the main tasks of critical, educational 
research is to trace how collective forms of activity and 
learning are dialectically related to individuals’ inner worlds 
and how this informs specific experiences of learning and 
education. I believe this the issue is right of the heart of 
developing a critical and realistic and therefore truly 
psycho-social theory of learning. As I hope my critique of 
Mezirow will have made clear this means we need take 
embodied experience within ‘activity systems’- in all its 
layered complexity as our primary focus in analysing 
learning. I think to do this adequately entails a double 
focus on how we are made and remade through 
intersubjective experience and the how this process is 
shaped by institutions and practices (Honneth, 1995; 

2007). Obviously in making these remarks I want to shift 
the emphasis away from meaning making and 
communication (the foci of Mezirow) and instead 
foreground multidimensional embodied experience and 
social practice. This also means taking a less 
dichotomous approach to ‘individual and society’ and 
putting a greater stress on intersubjectivity.
In developing this sketch a little further I want to turn to 
the intriguing proposal of Gregory Bateson’s (2000) who 
maintained that the most useful ways of differentiating 
between types of learning is the degree and extent to 
which a given type of learning is reflexive. He identifies five 
types of learning (0, I, II, III, IV) each of which is defined by 
its complexity and transformative range. The simplest 
form (0) is a basic stimulus and response model of 
learning and the highest (Learning IV) is a perhaps wholly 
ideal type of learning, which completely transcends the 
paradigms within which learning happens. 
I am not concerned with deploying this exact framework 
here but I do find it very suggestive. In particular I am 
interested in what happens if we approach Bateson’s 
proposal historically and sociologically and examine how 
reflexive learning, linked to symbolic practices and new 
technologies, becomes a source of power for maintaining 
and transforming human culture. Like the Greek 
philosopher Castoriadis (1987, p. 42). I am especially 
interested in how reflexivity augments the “capacity for 
internal contestation” and allows us to question dogmas 
and ultimately to reimagine the social world. In other 
words highly reflexive forms of learning – and I wish to 
claim Mezirow’s TLT as one type of such learning– are a 
source of social power. Logically this entails differentiating 
learning processes according to their scope and intensity 
and the extent to which various modes of reflexive activity 
enhance autonomy and allow us to reorganise social 
practices. Within this provisional framework I think 
learning can be divided into four levels i.e. 1) learning 
which is largely unconscious and adaptive, 2) reflexively 
adaptive learning 3) biographically transformative learning 
4) those types of learning capable of effecting 
emancipatory institutional and social change.

The work of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1990) 
and in particular his concept of habitus is very useful in 
thinking through the first two levels of learning described 
above. This concept was developed as part of a more 
general theory of social practice which seeks to transcend 
pretentions of ‘god’s eye view’ structuralism and the 
pitfalls of methodological individualism. Bourdieu (1990, p. 
53) explains:

The conditionings associated with a particular class 
of conditions of existence produce habitus, systems 
of durable transposable dispositions, structured 
structures predisposed to function as structuring 
structures, that is, as principles which generate and 
organize practices and representations, that can be 
objectively adapted to their outcomes without 
presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an 
express mastery of the operations necessary in 
order to attain them

So our embodied knowledge of the social world-informs 

our conscious and unconscious ways of making sense of 
things. This is similar to what Mezirow names as the 
“epistemic, cultural and psychic assumptions within which 
our past experience assimilates and transforms new 
experience” which are “largely prerational and 
unarticulated presuppositions”(1991, p. 62; for the links 
with TLT see Finnegan 2011). However, I think the notion 
of habitus (supplemented with critical and feminist 
theories of intersubjectivity) improves on ‘meaning 
perspectives’ in two crucial respects; Bourdieu fully 
acknowledges the practical, embodied and affective 
dimensions of existence and he explictly, and in some 
detail, theorises how individuals’ experience in shaped by 
their position in social space and their access to cultural 
and material resources. He also argues the existence of 
deep and durable dispositions means we frequently act in 
semi-conscious and almost automatic ways and we often 
simply follow ‘our sense of the game’. Amongst other 
things this serves to naturalise social relations and 
consequently Bourdieu argues that habitus is crucial to the 
process of social reproduction. I think this helps explain a 
great deal of largely unconscious or even conscious 
reflexively but adaptive learning. Bourdieu is foregrounding 
something which appears only as a background to TL in 
Mezirow – that much of social life and learning is about 
‘getting by’ and this can often follows patterns – 
notwithstanding an orientation to development and human 
flourishing – that are self-limiting or even damaging. This is 
not primarily, Bourdieu would argue, because we have 
distorted assumptions- although these processes can 
result in misrecognition and being misrecognised- but 
rather it reflects the immanent logic of social relations. I 
think acknowledging that social experience and structures 
of power is the basis for a lot adult learning that is largely 
unconscious or minimally reflexive learning aimed at 
adaptation (including in formal settings) is a useful place to 
start in any theory of social learning.
Bourdieu is overwhelmingly concerned with how power 
naturalises and reproduces itself but his body of work is 
much weaker when it comes to explaining everyday 
agency and how people act on their desires, attachments 
and concern in ways that create change. Underplaying the 
way people reason, value and intervene, often in 
unpredictable ways, in their own lives is a characteristic of 
certain forms of sociological analysis as is just as limiting 
as methodological individualism (Finnegan, 2011).  
Certainly in the type of educational research I have 
conducted students have regularly discussed- with 
passion and acuity- the importance they give to finding 
space and resources to rethink aspects of their own lives. 
This has often resulted in major changes in identity and 
relationships. If we overlook these changes we will miss a 
great deal of what is truly significant and valuable in adult 
experiences of learning and education. As mentioned 
earlier I think Mezirow’s theory has a good deal of 
explanatory power in exploring such accounts and the 
process, challenges and rewards involved in such 
subjective reframing especially if we read him alongside 
other scholars who are concerned with relationality and 
embodied experience. 
But I share the Finnish thinker Yrjo Engestrom’s belief that 
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 the most valuable form of learning goes well beyond this 
and is not simply another variant of transformative 
learning. This is learning which problematises the function 
and form of broader activity systems and can therefore 
transform institutions and social practices. Engestrom 
(2001, p. 2, see also 1987) calls this ‘expansive learning’ 
and argues:

in an expansive learning cycle, the initial simple idea 
is transformed into a complex object, into a new 
form of practice. At the same time, the cycle 
produces new theoretical concepts - theoretically 
grasped practice - concrete in systemic richness 
and multiplicity of manifestations. [..] The expansive 
cycle begins with individual subjects questioning 
the accepted practice, and it gradually expands into 
a collective movement or institution. 

Engestorm quite rightly argues that such expansive 
learning necessarily involves collaborative practice and 
can only occur across networks through self-conscious 
collective effort to identify and work through the 
contradictions in a given activity system. This creativity 
certainly relies on individual transformations within an 
activity system but it is not a precondition that all 
participants within a system experience something akin to 
a ‘perspective transformation’. Most importantly of all this 
learning has an effect on a different scale- it is the type of 
learning that can change institutions, knowledge forms 
and is the basis for new emergent practices and ultimately 
even new form of social relations. What this means in 
terms of the discussion above is that such learning can 
change a biographically shaped habitus but also can 
change the structure of social space. I believe this is a far 

more accurate characterisation of socially transformative 
learning than offered by Mezirow and goes well beyond 
the idea that learning for social change is a variant or 
subset of cumulative experiences of transformative 
learning. If expansive learning is linked to explicit theory of 
human flourishing based on equality and freedom it also 
offers a more nuanced way of thinking about how 
individual experience and learning can be understood in 
relation to historical change and progressive social 
movements,
Obviously, this is just a sketch and requires much further 
elaboration and development but what I am suggesting 
through my reading of Mezirow is that it has a great deal 
of explanatory power but neglects the embodied, 
affective, layered, intersubjective and power saturated 
nature of learning. I also argued for a different way of 
differentiating between types of learning than Mezirow. 
Bourdieu is correct that that embodied experience in 
social space results in the formation of dispositions and 
practices which are adaptive. But this is only one part of 
the story: within this differentiated theory of learning 
reflexivity is just as important as durable dispositions for 
explaining social phenomena and learning processes. It is 
the scope, scale and effect of reflexive learning that is 
important. Mezirow helps to theorise a widespread, and 
sociologically significant, orientation to transformation on 
a biographical level (although his model of cognition tends 
to underemphasise the contradictory, contextual, 
unfinished and elliptical nature of such changes). As 
important as this is though we need to clearly distinguish it 
from expansive learning and be far more explicit in TL 
influenced adult education about the specific value of the 
sort of collective and collaborative learning which can 
effect meaningful social change. 
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 the most valuable form of learning goes well beyond this 
and is not simply another variant of transformative 
learning. This is learning which problematises the function 
and form of broader activity systems and can therefore 
transform institutions and social practices. Engestrom 
(2001, p. 2, see also 1987) calls this ‘expansive learning’ 
and argues:

in an expansive learning cycle, the initial simple idea 
is transformed into a complex object, into a new 
form of practice. At the same time, the cycle 
produces new theoretical concepts - theoretically 
grasped practice - concrete in systemic richness 
and multiplicity of manifestations. [..] The expansive 
cycle begins with individual subjects questioning 
the accepted practice, and it gradually expands into 
a collective movement or institution. 

Engestorm quite rightly argues that such expansive 
learning necessarily involves collaborative practice and 
can only occur across networks through self-conscious 
collective effort to identify and work through the 
contradictions in a given activity system. This creativity 
certainly relies on individual transformations within an 
activity system but it is not a precondition that all 
participants within a system experience something akin to 
a ‘perspective transformation’. Most importantly of all this 
learning has an effect on a different scale- it is the type of 
learning that can change institutions, knowledge forms 
and is the basis for new emergent practices and ultimately 
even new form of social relations. What this means in 
terms of the discussion above is that such learning can 
change a biographically shaped habitus but also can 
change the structure of social space. I believe this is a far 

more accurate characterisation of socially transformative 
learning than offered by Mezirow and goes well beyond 
the idea that learning for social change is a variant or 
subset of cumulative experiences of transformative 
learning. If expansive learning is linked to explicit theory of 
human flourishing based on equality and freedom it also 
offers a more nuanced way of thinking about how 
individual experience and learning can be understood in 
relation to historical change and progressive social 
movements,
Obviously, this is just a sketch and requires much further 
elaboration and development but what I am suggesting 
through my reading of Mezirow is that it has a great deal 
of explanatory power but neglects the embodied, 
affective, layered, intersubjective and power saturated 
nature of learning. I also argued for a different way of 
differentiating between types of learning than Mezirow. 
Bourdieu is correct that that embodied experience in 
social space results in the formation of dispositions and 
practices which are adaptive. But this is only one part of 
the story: within this differentiated theory of learning 
reflexivity is just as important as durable dispositions for 
explaining social phenomena and learning processes. It is 
the scope, scale and effect of reflexive learning that is 
important. Mezirow helps to theorise a widespread, and 
sociologically significant, orientation to transformation on 
a biographical level (although his model of cognition tends 
to underemphasise the contradictory, contextual, 
unfinished and elliptical nature of such changes). As 
important as this is though we need to clearly distinguish it 
from expansive learning and be far more explicit in TL 
influenced adult education about the specific value of the 
sort of collective and collaborative learning which can 
effect meaningful social change. 
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ADULT EDUCATION CREATING OPPORTUNITIES FOR INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE EMPOWERMENT

Abstract
This paper was intended to explore, via a case study, the 
developing relationship between three adult educational 
providers seeking to establish a Foundation Degree in 
Community Engagement at a university in the South 
Eastern region of the UK. The long-standing illness of one 
key stakeholder has postponed the process; but provided 
the authors with the opportunity of reviewing 
transformative learning and education at macro, meso and 
micro levels.

Introduction
Three educational providers, comprising one HE 
institution, The Workers’ Educational Association –a long-
standing educational charity - and one local government 
supported organisation, had come together in the hope 
that they might transcend their institutional boundaries, 
attitudes and discourses with the intention of facilitating 
‘emancipatory educational outcomes.’ Committed to 
learning as a process for ‘surviving, critiquing and 
creating’ (O’Sullivan, 1999, p. 8)  we were all highly 
conscious of the dynamics involved in working together at 
the pre-engagement stage before encountering potential 
students; and that our collective efforts would, of 
necessity, be multi-layered and reflective of the following 
stages:

a) The macro-level – including organisational 
cultures, histories, discourse and legacies.

b) The meso-level – including the problematics of 
design, ownership and inclusion.

c) The micro-level – providing congruence and 
coherence for the individual learner.

Each of these layers is also underpinned by a shared 
desire for the potential for collective as well as individual 
change, and we were informed by the work of Honneth, in 
relation to his acknowledgement of the centrality of 
respect and recognition (2007), and also by Brookfield’s 
ideas around critical pragmatism (2005), in order to 
explore the challenges inherent in striving for a shared 
value-base, at both meso and micro levels, whilst 
remaining within the necessary limits and constraints 
imposed at the macro.
The project’s postponement led to the current authors’ 

dilemma: what were we to present at Conference when 
our proposal was no longer appropriate? After much 
discussion, it became clear to us that the three levels 
noted above still warranted examination, albeit under a 
different lens; the fact that the project was postponed did 
not mean that we need not address such fundamental 
questions pertaining to the potential for transformative 
learning and education, and the distinctions between the 
two. But there was a further dilemma: what were we each 
bringing to the discussion in terms of our own 
understandings of these terms; and to what extent might 
we assume shared or largely variant positions in relation to 
them? The paper that follows articulates our discussion.

Revisiting the terms …
We began by reviewing the ‘dialogue’ between Mezirow 
and Dirkx, concerning transformative learning, and 
facil itated by Cranston (2006), which Cranston 
summarises, as follows, in relation to the oft quoted 
critiques of Mezirow as too ‘rationalistic’(2006, p.16):

Dirkx is not denying the existence of a rational 
process of transformative learning within 
awareness; he is simply more interested in 
understanding the subjective world and the 
shadowy inner world that has such power in 
leading us to deep shifts in how we see ourselves 
and the outer world. Mezirow acknowledges the 
significance of this dimension of transformative 
learning, adding only that the outcome must 
involve a critical assessment of assumptions to 
ensure that it is not based on faith, prejudice, 
vision, or desire.

What we probably had not envisaged was the extent of 
our divergence between the two: whereas Rebecca had 
little time for Dirkx and thought him ‘woolly and too 
spiritual’, Wilma had little time for the rationalism of 
Mezirow and loved in Dirkx precisely what Rebecca found 
so irritating. This divergence was, actually, most helpful 
because it forced us both to revisit and review what we 
understood by both terms, transformative learning and 
transformative education and the extent to which their 
meaning had been ‘evacuated’ through time, over-use and 
sloppy generalisations. The following Wordle* illustrates, 
albeit playfully, the flow of our initial explorations:  

Creating opportunities for individual and 
collective empowerment: Challenges from 
the macro to the micro

Rebecca Corfield Tee, Wilma Fraser
Canterbury Christ Church University (CCCU)

What emerged from this exercise was agreement that 
‘transformation’ involved some degree of metamorphosis 
and did not have to be prompted by disjunction, critical 
incident or dilemma, although neither of us wished to deny 
the place that such events might play in bringing about 
some degree of transformation, as we shall see below. 
And another question remained: Why would certain 
events, or gradual accretions of learning, lead in some 
cases to transformation, whilst similar events in others’ 
lives, or at different times within the same lifespan would 
have no effect? In other words, what role does receptivity 
play? How open need we be for the transformation to be 
effected? But what, then, of unconscious processes that 
we only recognise as transformative in hindsight? Further 
promptings led us to the obvious realisation that our 
separate and diverse understandings stemmed from our 
own auto/biographical formations (or bildungs) and that it 
was necessary to pay attention to these if we were to 
move towards closer elucidation of both the term and its 
pedagogic potential. Bearing in mind the micro, meso and 
macro levels of analysis that were supposed to underpin 
our proposed Foundation Degree, we were also mindful of 
the need to tease out the relationships, complexities and 
ambiguities (at least for our own benefits), between 
individual transformative learning, and   education and 
assumptions about translation into social change within a 
purposive social and political educational agenda. In this 
increasing spiral of questing and complexity, we need also 
remain mindful of the nature of any social change that we 
might see as desirable outcome.
We now turn to our own experiences and definitions of 
transformative learning, and of the pedagogic trajectories 
that have resulted. We thereby hope to illustrate our own 
meaning-making across the three levels noted above:  
Holstein and Gubrium, (2000, p.106) remind us, ‘As texts 
of experience, personal stories are not complete before 
their telling, but are assembled in relation to interpretive 
needs’. For this, and related reasons, we shall each tell our 

story in the first person.

Wilma’s story
In a forthcoming chapter, ‘‘Moments of Being’ and the 
search for meaning: epistemological and methodological 
challenges for the autoethnographic researcher’ (Fraser, 
2014), I explore the impact, the l i fe-changing 
consequences, that a ‘moment of being’, an epiphany, 
had for me as a 17 year old schoolgirl. (The third person is 
used in the telling of the tale):

It was a moment like any other…and yet…She 
began to feel the weight of the fountain pen in her 
hand. She looked at, and saw, the marbled mosaic 
of the plastic casing, knew the strength and 
liquidity of the blue/black ink held within; a drop 
poised on the nib waiting to join the cursive script 
filling  the space between those immaculate lines 
on the creamy/white paper. She saw and felt each 
finger and thumb as if newly sculpted, and for one 
sole purpose, to balance the weight of the pen. 
She heard her breathing slow to the metronome 
conducted by Bach, she became her breathing. 
No, she became the music and, as it filled the 
room, she was lost to the room, yet not lost in the 
room, rather found in the dissolving walls of the 
room, the room, too, lost to the street below. And 
the street both lost and found in the city; this city, 
her home and yet not her home, for her home, her 
place, her time were all dissolving and merging 
with others’ homes, places and times. Chronos 
was defeated: this moment was all and it was filled 
with grace… Gradually, self-consciousness 
returned and, with it, the shapes and frames of 
books and pictures, of table and chairs; of her 
friend still caught in text and linearity. It was a 
homecoming to be sure, yet she had returned from 
Home, and with an assurance that behind time’s 
beat there lay a perpetual present, and it was 
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key stakeholder has postponed the process; but provided 
the authors with the opportunity of reviewing 
transformative learning and education at macro, meso and 
micro levels.

Introduction
Three educational providers, comprising one HE 
institution, The Workers’ Educational Association –a long-
standing educational charity - and one local government 
supported organisation, had come together in the hope 
that they might transcend their institutional boundaries, 
attitudes and discourses with the intention of facilitating 
‘emancipatory educational outcomes.’ Committed to 
learning as a process for ‘surviving, critiquing and 
creating’ (O’Sullivan, 1999, p. 8)  we were all highly 
conscious of the dynamics involved in working together at 
the pre-engagement stage before encountering potential 
students; and that our collective efforts would, of 
necessity, be multi-layered and reflective of the following 
stages:

a) The macro-level – including organisational 
cultures, histories, discourse and legacies.

b) The meso-level – including the problematics of 
design, ownership and inclusion.

c) The micro-level – providing congruence and 
coherence for the individual learner.

Each of these layers is also underpinned by a shared 
desire for the potential for collective as well as individual 
change, and we were informed by the work of Honneth, in 
relation to his acknowledgement of the centrality of 
respect and recognition (2007), and also by Brookfield’s 
ideas around critical pragmatism (2005), in order to 
explore the challenges inherent in striving for a shared 
value-base, at both meso and micro levels, whilst 
remaining within the necessary limits and constraints 
imposed at the macro.
The project’s postponement led to the current authors’ 

dilemma: what were we to present at Conference when 
our proposal was no longer appropriate? After much 
discussion, it became clear to us that the three levels 
noted above still warranted examination, albeit under a 
different lens; the fact that the project was postponed did 
not mean that we need not address such fundamental 
questions pertaining to the potential for transformative 
learning and education, and the distinctions between the 
two. But there was a further dilemma: what were we each 
bringing to the discussion in terms of our own 
understandings of these terms; and to what extent might 
we assume shared or largely variant positions in relation to 
them? The paper that follows articulates our discussion.

Revisiting the terms …
We began by reviewing the ‘dialogue’ between Mezirow 
and Dirkx, concerning transformative learning, and 
facil itated by Cranston (2006), which Cranston 
summarises, as follows, in relation to the oft quoted 
critiques of Mezirow as too ‘rationalistic’(2006, p.16):

Dirkx is not denying the existence of a rational 
process of transformative learning within 
awareness; he is simply more interested in 
understanding the subjective world and the 
shadowy inner world that has such power in 
leading us to deep shifts in how we see ourselves 
and the outer world. Mezirow acknowledges the 
significance of this dimension of transformative 
learning, adding only that the outcome must 
involve a critical assessment of assumptions to 
ensure that it is not based on faith, prejudice, 
vision, or desire.

What we probably had not envisaged was the extent of 
our divergence between the two: whereas Rebecca had 
little time for Dirkx and thought him ‘woolly and too 
spiritual’, Wilma had little time for the rationalism of 
Mezirow and loved in Dirkx precisely what Rebecca found 
so irritating. This divergence was, actually, most helpful 
because it forced us both to revisit and review what we 
understood by both terms, transformative learning and 
transformative education and the extent to which their 
meaning had been ‘evacuated’ through time, over-use and 
sloppy generalisations. The following Wordle* illustrates, 
albeit playfully, the flow of our initial explorations:  

Creating opportunities for individual and 
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Rebecca Corfield Tee, Wilma Fraser
Canterbury Christ Church University (CCCU)

What emerged from this exercise was agreement that 
‘transformation’ involved some degree of metamorphosis 
and did not have to be prompted by disjunction, critical 
incident or dilemma, although neither of us wished to deny 
the place that such events might play in bringing about 
some degree of transformation, as we shall see below. 
And another question remained: Why would certain 
events, or gradual accretions of learning, lead in some 
cases to transformation, whilst similar events in others’ 
lives, or at different times within the same lifespan would 
have no effect? In other words, what role does receptivity 
play? How open need we be for the transformation to be 
effected? But what, then, of unconscious processes that 
we only recognise as transformative in hindsight? Further 
promptings led us to the obvious realisation that our 
separate and diverse understandings stemmed from our 
own auto/biographical formations (or bildungs) and that it 
was necessary to pay attention to these if we were to 
move towards closer elucidation of both the term and its 
pedagogic potential. Bearing in mind the micro, meso and 
macro levels of analysis that were supposed to underpin 
our proposed Foundation Degree, we were also mindful of 
the need to tease out the relationships, complexities and 
ambiguities (at least for our own benefits), between 
individual transformative learning, and   education and 
assumptions about translation into social change within a 
purposive social and political educational agenda. In this 
increasing spiral of questing and complexity, we need also 
remain mindful of the nature of any social change that we 
might see as desirable outcome.
We now turn to our own experiences and definitions of 
transformative learning, and of the pedagogic trajectories 
that have resulted. We thereby hope to illustrate our own 
meaning-making across the three levels noted above:  
Holstein and Gubrium, (2000, p.106) remind us, ‘As texts 
of experience, personal stories are not complete before 
their telling, but are assembled in relation to interpretive 
needs’. For this, and related reasons, we shall each tell our 

story in the first person.

Wilma’s story
In a forthcoming chapter, ‘‘Moments of Being’ and the 
search for meaning: epistemological and methodological 
challenges for the autoethnographic researcher’ (Fraser, 
2014), I explore the impact, the l i fe-changing 
consequences, that a ‘moment of being’, an epiphany, 
had for me as a 17 year old schoolgirl. (The third person is 
used in the telling of the tale):

It was a moment like any other…and yet…She 
began to feel the weight of the fountain pen in her 
hand. She looked at, and saw, the marbled mosaic 
of the plastic casing, knew the strength and 
liquidity of the blue/black ink held within; a drop 
poised on the nib waiting to join the cursive script 
filling  the space between those immaculate lines 
on the creamy/white paper. She saw and felt each 
finger and thumb as if newly sculpted, and for one 
sole purpose, to balance the weight of the pen. 
She heard her breathing slow to the metronome 
conducted by Bach, she became her breathing. 
No, she became the music and, as it filled the 
room, she was lost to the room, yet not lost in the 
room, rather found in the dissolving walls of the 
room, the room, too, lost to the street below. And 
the street both lost and found in the city; this city, 
her home and yet not her home, for her home, her 
place, her time were all dissolving and merging 
with others’ homes, places and times. Chronos 
was defeated: this moment was all and it was filled 
with grace… Gradually, self-consciousness 
returned and, with it, the shapes and frames of 
books and pictures, of table and chairs; of her 
friend still caught in text and linearity. It was a 
homecoming to be sure, yet she had returned from 
Home, and with an assurance that behind time’s 
beat there lay a perpetual present, and it was 
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In the same chapter, I went on to explain that I was, 
so utterly transformed by her experience that she 
selected, and pursued, as many pathways as 
possible that might lead to further transportations. 
Or, at the least, to encounters with others who 
could validate that ‘moment’ and the astonishing 
simultaneity of its utter strangeness and its 
profound familiarity.

My pursuit continued throughout my undergraduate and 
early postgraduate studies; and I found, via those studies, 
others such as Coleridge, Wordsworth, Woolf and T.S Eliot 
(1969) who might afford that validation; and reassurance 
that such ‘transformation’ was legitimate in the sense that 
it was shared. C.S Lewis (1955/2008, p. 16) describes a 
similar moment in these words:

It (was) difficult to find words strong enough for 
the sensation which came over me Milton’s 
‘enormous bliss’ of Eden …comes somewhere 
near it…It had taken only a moment of time; and in 
a certain sense everything else that had ever 
happened to me was insignificant in comparison.

  

The relevance to this paper is the impact that such an 
epiphany had, and continues to have on this writer over 40 
years later. This was truly transformative, but what of the 
constituent parts of this experience? How might 
understanding of them further our discussion? And how 
might we extricate elements related to any distinction 
between transformative learning and education?
The elements worth noting include the fact that this 
‘moment’, I describe as a ‘moment of grace’, came 
unbidden to the 17 year old who just happened to be 
doing her homework at the time of this ‘visitation’. The 
language is key; I talk of my experience in transcendent 
terms: this was a transformation that came from some 
‘external’ source; it was an experience that ‘proved’ the 
existence of a ‘greater force’, ‘unifying consciousness’; 
call it what you will, it marked my lifeworld from that time 
to this…And it led to my pursuing educative endeavours 
that would further my understanding of that ‘moment’ via 
the writings and artworks of others. I noted (ibid), ‘the 
astonishing simultaneity of its utter strangeness and its 
profound familiarity’, and this illustrates a further element 
in my understanding of the nature of this ‘transformation’; 
at some level I recognised the ‘truth’ of my experience. 
This reminds me of the Greek term, anagnorisis, which 
Aristotle used in his Poetics to ‘describe the moment of 
tragic recognition in which the protagonist realizes some 
important fact or insight, especially a truth about himself, 
human nature, or his situation’ (http://web.cn.edu/
kwheeler/lit_terms_T.html). I am not suggesting that we 
retain the element of tragedy in this appropriation of the 
term, but I do feel that anagnorisis offers another way of  
articulating that sense of the transformative which can be 
validating in a sudden, or gradually acquired insight into, a 
deeper ‘recognition’ of,  the nature of things. 

This is not the space in which to engage in analysis of this 
‘moment’ as possible psychological projection, neural 
imbalance, or visitation of the divine; the key points for 
consideration are the unbidden nature of this ‘critical 
incident’, and thence the learning that ensued, in 
incremental and deepening spirals of understanding, via 
the pursuit of educative pathways that would foster the 
same. Of course, there were gaps and false starts; and in 
recent times the closure of many pedagogic spaces where 
such encounters might be had, but that initial 
transformation led to the formation, the bildung, of my 
lifeworld which is still in a state of becoming …’Always 
write out of those spaces and experiences that carry the 
sting of memory, those epiphanies, and turning point 
moments that leave a mark on you’ (Denzin, 2012). 

Thus far, I have concentrated on the micro in terms of my 
individual predilections concerning ‘transformative’ 
learning and education. The initial impetus for my pursuit 
of what I would now term transformative educative and 
learning experiences was not bound by any form of 
pedagogic intervention, although I would always classify 
that ‘moment’ as a truly transformative learning 
experience. The further challenges, relating to translating 
that learning into deeper understanding of the meso and 
the macro, will also involve the players in the original 
proposal to design and deliver a particular educational 
programme. What might be noted at this point is the link 
between my lifeworld as described here and my 
comprehension of the ‘organisational cultures, histories, 
discourse and legacies’ which frame the macro level of our 
project. Obviously, detailed exegesis of 30 years’ 
involvement in adult education, and the tone and tenor of 
that involvement, is not appropriate in this paper. However, 
it is worth noting, perhaps, that the ‘critical incident’ 
described above; the ‘moment of being’ that had such 
transformative impact, retains its legacy in shaping my 
comprehension of those ‘cultures, histories, discourse and 
legacies’ which frame our endeavour.  
Given a predilection for seeing the world as part of a larger 
pattern, and of the inhabitants of that world as linked to 
that pattern, it is hardly surprising that I should strive to 
structure my pedagogic practices, both personal and 
professional, within frames of reference that chime with 
that predilection.  I take it as axiomatic that the weft that 
binds us requires careful nurturing or we shall tear at the 
very fabric that holds our pattern together. I therefore 
share the kinds of anxieties expressed by Collins, Hughes 
and Samuels (2012, p. 165) who state that, ‘The political 
one-dimensionality which underpins our administered lives 
is a reflection of our compromised relationship to a greater 
multi-dimensional representation of reality.’ And I concur 
with calls for a revisioned educative endeavour which ‘will 
need to address those collective processes that have been 
split-off; for example, how will humanity redress the 
damage done to the world and to each other (ibid, p. 
167)?’ I would hope that our modest project, our 
Foundation Degree in Community Engagement, would 
involve serious attention to the broadest definition of 
community that we can muster, and that we would play 
our part in responding to the question that Collins, Hughes 

 and Samuels pose (ibid, p.170): ‘[H]ow can transformation 
– from a superficial existence, to a greater depth of living – 
be considered at a collective level? This is probably the 
most compelling question that confronts humanity today.’

Rebecca’s story
I have not been aware of any epiphanies through formal 
learning or studying. Pauses for thought there have 
certainly been, and various times when it felt as though 
connections were being made that were helpful for my 
own enhanced understanding. This speaks of a more 
cognitive acknowledgement and development. According 
to Brookfield (2005), learning can only be considered 
transformative if it involves a fundamental questioning or 
reordering of how one thinks or acts. My own learning 
progress has been more gradual and often results from 
discussions allowing reflection and encouraging reflexivity. 
Does this constitute transformation? Over time I have 
certainly developed with experience, through the emerging 
of passionate interests and slow growth in my capacity to 
absorb, understand and theorise, but no epiphanies have 
been experienced by this particular student. I am an adult 
learner in education currently and have been engaged in 
some formal learning programme several times over the 
last thirty years. Each experience has changed me and 
facilitated stronger connections and the capacity for 
deeper understanding. Brookfield draws attention to 
Mezirow’s positing of a developmental trajectory of adult 
meaning-making as people encompass broad frames of 
reference: “that are increasingly comprehensive and 
discriminating” (Brookfield, 2005, p. 5).
A different point of access, and a new lens through which 
to see, for me, was the introduction of artistic methods as 
an alternative way of looking at questions.  Collage was a 
fun and unusual way of framing concepts through visual 
representation which I both enjoyed and find resonates 
with me still, long after the class has finished.  Brookfield 
discusses Marcuse’s views on art’s revolutionary potential:

Marcuse is careful to recognise that “art cannot 
change the world” … though he does believe that 
“it can contribute to changing the consciousness 
and drives of the men and women who could 
change the world”. … What art does offer us, 
however, is a chance of breaking with the familiar, 
of inducing in us an awareness of other ways of 
being in the world (Brookfield, 2005, p. 202).

I do see the transforming of my students and clients 
before my eyes. I teach students from non-traditional 
backgrounds who, nearing the culmination of their degree 
programmes, clearly articulate the changes they perceive 
in themselves. Generally older, with low incomes, often 
from ethnic minorities, many experience a considerable 
struggle to remain as students (West, 1996).  Faced with a 
steep uphill climb of returning to part-time study after 
many years, they also have the emotional legacy of their 
previous history of educational failure, or at least, lack of 
success, to combat (Chapman Hoult, 2012). On a 
programme with reflective activities and group discussions 
central to the experience, these students describe their 
own transformative experience by the time of their third 
full-time year. They talk of seeing things differently; of 

being able to connect the theory to their work; and feeling 
they can make sense of, and improve their practice in, 
their professional arena, now they are familiar with the 
necessary underpinning knowledge (Merill and West, 
2009). It is interesting to note the more embodied 
elements of their reports: feelings are noted and even 
what they ‘see’, seems to have changed (Corfield, 2014).
I also work as a careers counsellor, working with 
individuals who are facing a career crisis, redundancy or 
who just want help to get a new job. The demoralised and 
dispirited client comes to see me, we work together to 
look at her past history acknowledging achievements and 
highlighting development, we play around with and 
discuss the possible future options and a way forward 
emerges.  Using active listening, exhibiting positive regard 
and generating explicit recognition, the client leaves - 
upbeat, confident and positively charged-up (Egan, 1993).  
Honneth identifies three forms of social recognition 
necessary to develop a satisfying identity, the first is love 
or friendship and the second is a rights-based recognition 
as a member of society. This career counselling work 
seems to fall more into Honneth’s third category of social 
recognition through: “the social esteem of individual 
achievements and abilities” (Honneth, 2007, p. 74). My 
clients come from a stuck or disenfranchised position, 
with a desire for an agenda for change. They want their 
lives, life chances, life-worlds to be transformed. Clients 
frequently say they feel so much better than when they 
arrived, they speak of being invigorated and renewed. A 
considerable part of this transformation arises from their 
hearing a summary of their life story, through my reflecting 
back to them, and therefore recognising, their own 
progress, development and achievements. 
Some work is more explicitly aimed at transformation. In 
interrogating my own autobiography, I can see I partly 
inherited my desire for fairness and social justice from my 
parents. They spent their lives fostering opportunities for 
working people to learn and participate fully in society. 
When my father was the Principal of a Workers’ Education 
College in the 1970s, I saw and admired their sense of 
purpose as well as the results they inculcated. This 
influence upon me showed itself in the training I later 
carried out with working adults at the micro level. 

I spent many years training trades union activists to ‘take 
the floor’ and to speak in public. Unlike Demosthenes or 
Cicero in Ancient Greece, these students were not versed 
in oratory or skilled at captivating a crowd.  Often without 
any post-compulsory education at all, public speaking 
was their greatest fear and yet they needed to be able to 
stand at the podium and plead or argue convincingly for 
the cause of social transformation. They needed skills and 
confidence to operate at the meso level relevant to them, 
whether at a national conference, or to promulgate 
campaigns for higher wages and better conditions in the 
workplace or to defend their members assertively at an 
employment tribunal. A combination of techniques, group 
analysis and support, together with recognition and 
encouragement from the tutor, produced radical 
transformations over two days. Testament from previous 
students told of changes that stayed with them, that they 
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In the same chapter, I went on to explain that I was, 
so utterly transformed by her experience that she 
selected, and pursued, as many pathways as 
possible that might lead to further transportations. 
Or, at the least, to encounters with others who 
could validate that ‘moment’ and the astonishing 
simultaneity of its utter strangeness and its 
profound familiarity.

My pursuit continued throughout my undergraduate and 
early postgraduate studies; and I found, via those studies, 
others such as Coleridge, Wordsworth, Woolf and T.S Eliot 
(1969) who might afford that validation; and reassurance 
that such ‘transformation’ was legitimate in the sense that 
it was shared. C.S Lewis (1955/2008, p. 16) describes a 
similar moment in these words:

It (was) difficult to find words strong enough for 
the sensation which came over me Milton’s 
‘enormous bliss’ of Eden …comes somewhere 
near it…It had taken only a moment of time; and in 
a certain sense everything else that had ever 
happened to me was insignificant in comparison.

  

The relevance to this paper is the impact that such an 
epiphany had, and continues to have on this writer over 40 
years later. This was truly transformative, but what of the 
constituent parts of this experience? How might 
understanding of them further our discussion? And how 
might we extricate elements related to any distinction 
between transformative learning and education?
The elements worth noting include the fact that this 
‘moment’, I describe as a ‘moment of grace’, came 
unbidden to the 17 year old who just happened to be 
doing her homework at the time of this ‘visitation’. The 
language is key; I talk of my experience in transcendent 
terms: this was a transformation that came from some 
‘external’ source; it was an experience that ‘proved’ the 
existence of a ‘greater force’, ‘unifying consciousness’; 
call it what you will, it marked my lifeworld from that time 
to this…And it led to my pursuing educative endeavours 
that would further my understanding of that ‘moment’ via 
the writings and artworks of others. I noted (ibid), ‘the 
astonishing simultaneity of its utter strangeness and its 
profound familiarity’, and this illustrates a further element 
in my understanding of the nature of this ‘transformation’; 
at some level I recognised the ‘truth’ of my experience. 
This reminds me of the Greek term, anagnorisis, which 
Aristotle used in his Poetics to ‘describe the moment of 
tragic recognition in which the protagonist realizes some 
important fact or insight, especially a truth about himself, 
human nature, or his situation’ (http://web.cn.edu/
kwheeler/lit_terms_T.html). I am not suggesting that we 
retain the element of tragedy in this appropriation of the 
term, but I do feel that anagnorisis offers another way of  
articulating that sense of the transformative which can be 
validating in a sudden, or gradually acquired insight into, a 
deeper ‘recognition’ of,  the nature of things. 

This is not the space in which to engage in analysis of this 
‘moment’ as possible psychological projection, neural 
imbalance, or visitation of the divine; the key points for 
consideration are the unbidden nature of this ‘critical 
incident’, and thence the learning that ensued, in 
incremental and deepening spirals of understanding, via 
the pursuit of educative pathways that would foster the 
same. Of course, there were gaps and false starts; and in 
recent times the closure of many pedagogic spaces where 
such encounters might be had, but that initial 
transformation led to the formation, the bildung, of my 
lifeworld which is still in a state of becoming …’Always 
write out of those spaces and experiences that carry the 
sting of memory, those epiphanies, and turning point 
moments that leave a mark on you’ (Denzin, 2012). 

Thus far, I have concentrated on the micro in terms of my 
individual predilections concerning ‘transformative’ 
learning and education. The initial impetus for my pursuit 
of what I would now term transformative educative and 
learning experiences was not bound by any form of 
pedagogic intervention, although I would always classify 
that ‘moment’ as a truly transformative learning 
experience. The further challenges, relating to translating 
that learning into deeper understanding of the meso and 
the macro, will also involve the players in the original 
proposal to design and deliver a particular educational 
programme. What might be noted at this point is the link 
between my lifeworld as described here and my 
comprehension of the ‘organisational cultures, histories, 
discourse and legacies’ which frame the macro level of our 
project. Obviously, detailed exegesis of 30 years’ 
involvement in adult education, and the tone and tenor of 
that involvement, is not appropriate in this paper. However, 
it is worth noting, perhaps, that the ‘critical incident’ 
described above; the ‘moment of being’ that had such 
transformative impact, retains its legacy in shaping my 
comprehension of those ‘cultures, histories, discourse and 
legacies’ which frame our endeavour.  
Given a predilection for seeing the world as part of a larger 
pattern, and of the inhabitants of that world as linked to 
that pattern, it is hardly surprising that I should strive to 
structure my pedagogic practices, both personal and 
professional, within frames of reference that chime with 
that predilection.  I take it as axiomatic that the weft that 
binds us requires careful nurturing or we shall tear at the 
very fabric that holds our pattern together. I therefore 
share the kinds of anxieties expressed by Collins, Hughes 
and Samuels (2012, p. 165) who state that, ‘The political 
one-dimensionality which underpins our administered lives 
is a reflection of our compromised relationship to a greater 
multi-dimensional representation of reality.’ And I concur 
with calls for a revisioned educative endeavour which ‘will 
need to address those collective processes that have been 
split-off; for example, how will humanity redress the 
damage done to the world and to each other (ibid, p. 
167)?’ I would hope that our modest project, our 
Foundation Degree in Community Engagement, would 
involve serious attention to the broadest definition of 
community that we can muster, and that we would play 
our part in responding to the question that Collins, Hughes 

 and Samuels pose (ibid, p.170): ‘[H]ow can transformation 
– from a superficial existence, to a greater depth of living – 
be considered at a collective level? This is probably the 
most compelling question that confronts humanity today.’

Rebecca’s story
I have not been aware of any epiphanies through formal 
learning or studying. Pauses for thought there have 
certainly been, and various times when it felt as though 
connections were being made that were helpful for my 
own enhanced understanding. This speaks of a more 
cognitive acknowledgement and development. According 
to Brookfield (2005), learning can only be considered 
transformative if it involves a fundamental questioning or 
reordering of how one thinks or acts. My own learning 
progress has been more gradual and often results from 
discussions allowing reflection and encouraging reflexivity. 
Does this constitute transformation? Over time I have 
certainly developed with experience, through the emerging 
of passionate interests and slow growth in my capacity to 
absorb, understand and theorise, but no epiphanies have 
been experienced by this particular student. I am an adult 
learner in education currently and have been engaged in 
some formal learning programme several times over the 
last thirty years. Each experience has changed me and 
facilitated stronger connections and the capacity for 
deeper understanding. Brookfield draws attention to 
Mezirow’s positing of a developmental trajectory of adult 
meaning-making as people encompass broad frames of 
reference: “that are increasingly comprehensive and 
discriminating” (Brookfield, 2005, p. 5).
A different point of access, and a new lens through which 
to see, for me, was the introduction of artistic methods as 
an alternative way of looking at questions.  Collage was a 
fun and unusual way of framing concepts through visual 
representation which I both enjoyed and find resonates 
with me still, long after the class has finished.  Brookfield 
discusses Marcuse’s views on art’s revolutionary potential:

Marcuse is careful to recognise that “art cannot 
change the world” … though he does believe that 
“it can contribute to changing the consciousness 
and drives of the men and women who could 
change the world”. … What art does offer us, 
however, is a chance of breaking with the familiar, 
of inducing in us an awareness of other ways of 
being in the world (Brookfield, 2005, p. 202).

I do see the transforming of my students and clients 
before my eyes. I teach students from non-traditional 
backgrounds who, nearing the culmination of their degree 
programmes, clearly articulate the changes they perceive 
in themselves. Generally older, with low incomes, often 
from ethnic minorities, many experience a considerable 
struggle to remain as students (West, 1996).  Faced with a 
steep uphill climb of returning to part-time study after 
many years, they also have the emotional legacy of their 
previous history of educational failure, or at least, lack of 
success, to combat (Chapman Hoult, 2012). On a 
programme with reflective activities and group discussions 
central to the experience, these students describe their 
own transformative experience by the time of their third 
full-time year. They talk of seeing things differently; of 

being able to connect the theory to their work; and feeling 
they can make sense of, and improve their practice in, 
their professional arena, now they are familiar with the 
necessary underpinning knowledge (Merill and West, 
2009). It is interesting to note the more embodied 
elements of their reports: feelings are noted and even 
what they ‘see’, seems to have changed (Corfield, 2014).
I also work as a careers counsellor, working with 
individuals who are facing a career crisis, redundancy or 
who just want help to get a new job. The demoralised and 
dispirited client comes to see me, we work together to 
look at her past history acknowledging achievements and 
highlighting development, we play around with and 
discuss the possible future options and a way forward 
emerges.  Using active listening, exhibiting positive regard 
and generating explicit recognition, the client leaves - 
upbeat, confident and positively charged-up (Egan, 1993).  
Honneth identifies three forms of social recognition 
necessary to develop a satisfying identity, the first is love 
or friendship and the second is a rights-based recognition 
as a member of society. This career counselling work 
seems to fall more into Honneth’s third category of social 
recognition through: “the social esteem of individual 
achievements and abilities” (Honneth, 2007, p. 74). My 
clients come from a stuck or disenfranchised position, 
with a desire for an agenda for change. They want their 
lives, life chances, life-worlds to be transformed. Clients 
frequently say they feel so much better than when they 
arrived, they speak of being invigorated and renewed. A 
considerable part of this transformation arises from their 
hearing a summary of their life story, through my reflecting 
back to them, and therefore recognising, their own 
progress, development and achievements. 
Some work is more explicitly aimed at transformation. In 
interrogating my own autobiography, I can see I partly 
inherited my desire for fairness and social justice from my 
parents. They spent their lives fostering opportunities for 
working people to learn and participate fully in society. 
When my father was the Principal of a Workers’ Education 
College in the 1970s, I saw and admired their sense of 
purpose as well as the results they inculcated. This 
influence upon me showed itself in the training I later 
carried out with working adults at the micro level. 

I spent many years training trades union activists to ‘take 
the floor’ and to speak in public. Unlike Demosthenes or 
Cicero in Ancient Greece, these students were not versed 
in oratory or skilled at captivating a crowd.  Often without 
any post-compulsory education at all, public speaking 
was their greatest fear and yet they needed to be able to 
stand at the podium and plead or argue convincingly for 
the cause of social transformation. They needed skills and 
confidence to operate at the meso level relevant to them, 
whether at a national conference, or to promulgate 
campaigns for higher wages and better conditions in the 
workplace or to defend their members assertively at an 
employment tribunal. A combination of techniques, group 
analysis and support, together with recognition and 
encouragement from the tutor, produced radical 
transformations over two days. Testament from previous 
students told of changes that stayed with them, that they 
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felt took them to a new level of confidence and 
presentation. They could exhibit a different persona at the 
podium. Persona in Ancient Greek meant a mask or 
disguise and often, in order feel able to represent other 
people or to plead the cause of others, my students found 
the idea of adopting a new persona, or putting on a 
performance, very helpful. Goffman thought that all human 
activity was a performance.  He cites Robert Park:

It is probably no mere historical accident that the 
word person, in its first meaning, is a mask. It is 
rather a recognition of the fact that everyone is 
always and everywhere, more or less consciously, 
playing a role. … It is in these roles that we know 
each other; it is in these roles that we know 
ourselves (Park, 1950, cited in Goffman, 1959, p 
30). 

Conclusions
This paper and its preparation have given us the 
opportunity of reviewing transformative learning and 
education and its meaning for us as individuals. We end 
with many unanswered questions. Who judges the degree 
of transformation? If we self-report it has happened, does 
that make it so?  Has it happened if we see others 
becoming more involved in the changing of society? Is 
there a difference between doing and being? Does this 
then mean that all learning is transformative? How would 
we delineate this gradual transformation or becoming, 
from more dramatic epiphanies of understanding? 
We have conceived a programme for disadvantaged 
learners that requires us to reflect on and plan for its 
success at macro, meso and micro levels. In order to get 
validated through established institutions will have to 
demonstrate that it gives potential for greater 
employability. We also want it to offer scope for the 
broadening of horizons for the individual at the micro level, 
for the liberty and thrill of learning for its own sake.  At the 
meso level we will need all partners in the design process 

to feel that they are equal investors with the potential for 
successful outcomes in their own terms, and we aim for an 
increased awareness of the possibilities for increased 
social justice through the study and future of community 
engagement at the macro level.  Students may feel 
transformed by the end of such a programme, they may 
alternatively feel that they have experienced a gradual 
emerging into a new way of doing, being, thinking, feeling 
and appearing to others. To remain true to the educational 
experiences, collective knowledge and beliefs of all the 
educational providers in this initiative to start a new 
Foundation degree, we will be determined to foster notions 
of transformative learning to facilitate personal and 
collective changes.
Mills tells us of the sociological imagination:

The first fruit of this imagination … is the idea that 
the individual can understand his own experience 
and gauge his own fate only by locating himself 
within his period., that he can know his own 
chances in life only by becoming aware of those of 
all individuals in his circumstances. In many ways 
it is a terrible lesson; in many ways a magnificent 
one (Mills, 1959/2000, p. 5).

We believe the term transformative learning to be highly 
relevant. Transforming we would argue, can happen in a 
myriad of ways. For some it may be epiphanic, a moment 
of revelation and insight; for some it may happen in a more 
episodic fashion at different times with particular teachers 
or groups of learners. For others it may be more gradual 
and evolving. We will keep exploring and delving into the 
views and discourses around the concept of education as 
a road to transformation in order to do justice to the 
stories, hopes and prospects of our future students.

Only connect!  …  Live in fragments no longer 
(Forster, 1910, p. 188).

[* Wordle is a toy for generating ‘word clouds’ from a 
specified text. The clouds give greater prominence to 
words that appear more frequently in the source text.] 
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felt took them to a new level of confidence and 
presentation. They could exhibit a different persona at the 
podium. Persona in Ancient Greek meant a mask or 
disguise and often, in order feel able to represent other 
people or to plead the cause of others, my students found 
the idea of adopting a new persona, or putting on a 
performance, very helpful. Goffman thought that all human 
activity was a performance.  He cites Robert Park:

It is probably no mere historical accident that the 
word person, in its first meaning, is a mask. It is 
rather a recognition of the fact that everyone is 
always and everywhere, more or less consciously, 
playing a role. … It is in these roles that we know 
each other; it is in these roles that we know 
ourselves (Park, 1950, cited in Goffman, 1959, p 
30). 

Conclusions
This paper and its preparation have given us the 
opportunity of reviewing transformative learning and 
education and its meaning for us as individuals. We end 
with many unanswered questions. Who judges the degree 
of transformation? If we self-report it has happened, does 
that make it so?  Has it happened if we see others 
becoming more involved in the changing of society? Is 
there a difference between doing and being? Does this 
then mean that all learning is transformative? How would 
we delineate this gradual transformation or becoming, 
from more dramatic epiphanies of understanding? 
We have conceived a programme for disadvantaged 
learners that requires us to reflect on and plan for its 
success at macro, meso and micro levels. In order to get 
validated through established institutions will have to 
demonstrate that it gives potential for greater 
employability. We also want it to offer scope for the 
broadening of horizons for the individual at the micro level, 
for the liberty and thrill of learning for its own sake.  At the 
meso level we will need all partners in the design process 

to feel that they are equal investors with the potential for 
successful outcomes in their own terms, and we aim for an 
increased awareness of the possibilities for increased 
social justice through the study and future of community 
engagement at the macro level.  Students may feel 
transformed by the end of such a programme, they may 
alternatively feel that they have experienced a gradual 
emerging into a new way of doing, being, thinking, feeling 
and appearing to others. To remain true to the educational 
experiences, collective knowledge and beliefs of all the 
educational providers in this initiative to start a new 
Foundation degree, we will be determined to foster notions 
of transformative learning to facilitate personal and 
collective changes.
Mills tells us of the sociological imagination:

The first fruit of this imagination … is the idea that 
the individual can understand his own experience 
and gauge his own fate only by locating himself 
within his period., that he can know his own 
chances in life only by becoming aware of those of 
all individuals in his circumstances. In many ways 
it is a terrible lesson; in many ways a magnificent 
one (Mills, 1959/2000, p. 5).

We believe the term transformative learning to be highly 
relevant. Transforming we would argue, can happen in a 
myriad of ways. For some it may be epiphanic, a moment 
of revelation and insight; for some it may happen in a more 
episodic fashion at different times with particular teachers 
or groups of learners. For others it may be more gradual 
and evolving. We will keep exploring and delving into the 
views and discourses around the concept of education as 
a road to transformation in order to do justice to the 
stories, hopes and prospects of our future students.

Only connect!  …  Live in fragments no longer 
(Forster, 1910, p. 188).

[* Wordle is a toy for generating ‘word clouds’ from a 
specified text. The clouds give greater prominence to 
words that appear more frequently in the source text.] 
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Abstract
This research aims to highlight the transformations that 
took place in the views of a group of young prisoners as a 
result of their participation in a narrative workshop, where  
the prisoners told and heard  autobiographical stories. The 
transformations that emerged during the workshop are 
connected with  the decision of the migrants to leave their 
country,  the causes that led them to prison and their plans 
for the future.  

Education inside the prison
The need for the education of prisoners has been 
emphasized for nearly a century in the context of different 
disciplines such as psychology, sociology, social 
anthropology, etc. Given both that the world has seen a 
significantly high ratio between illiteracy and criminality 
(Wilson, 1996) and also that prison  is not a neutral space, 
but  is generally in itself criminogenic (Warner, 2007), 
prison education is a very  significant  dimension of life in 
prison. 
According to Diseth et al (2008) prison education is 
important “both as a means for preparing inmates for life 
after prison and of  providing meaningful activities for the 
inmates during imprisonment”. Prison education may also 
change the inmates’ attitudes toward life in general, lead 
to improved self-esteem, confidence, and self-awareness 
(Tootoonchi, 1993). According to Morin (1981) education 
for the inmates is a dimension full of hope and promise. It 
helps him to find a meaning of life, to justify his existence, 
to determine his conduct and behaviors.  Tootoonchi 
(1993) claims that inmates who attend educational 
programmes while they are incarcerated are less likely to 
return to prison following their release and help them find a 
good job upon release and resist committing further 
offences.  Through the education the prisoners “learn to  
see their situation more objectively, to put aside feelings of 
hostility, to stop the habit of acting impulsively and the 
tendency to see things tin black and white. They learn to 
move beyond that inarticulate and immobilizing sense of 
“I’m the only who has ever felt this way, so you can’t teach 
me anything”.  (McLaughlin, M., Trounstine, J., Waxler, R.P. 
1997: 18).
Characteristically Warner (2002) emphasizes that the 
ability of prisoners to participate in educational programs 
during incarceration is an answer to the question “do we 
have citizens in prison or do we have prisoners?”
However, given the peculiarities of education in prisons, 

what is the most effective type of education for prisoners? 
According to Council of Europe (1990:14) “firstly, the  
education of prisoners must, in its philosophy, methods 
and content, be brought as close as  possible to the best 
adult education in society outside, secondly education 
should be constantly seeking ways to link prisoners with 
the outside community and to enable  both groups to 
interact with each other as fully and as constructively as 
possible”. 
A significant number of researchers who have worked in 
this area  highlight the need for the presence of the 
characteristics of adult learning in educational programs 
conducted in jail. Kerka (1995)  claims that successful 
prison literacy programs should be tailored to the prison 
culture. They should be learner centered and participatory, 
put literacy into meaningful contexts and motivate and 
sustain learner interests.  According to Costelloe and 
Warner (2003) prison education must mirror the best 
practice of adult education. This means that  the role of 
teacher and learner  should be interchangeable and  
learners should take active responsibility of their learning. 
The educator creates the best climate for learning, but 
learning should be self directed. 
Adult education techniques such as  collaborative learning 
in small groups are used successfully in many prison 
education programmes. In that context prisoners are  
engaged in supportive discussion through a constructivist 
view of learning where the learners construct their own 
meaning of knowledge (Prison Education Service 2002).
Brown and Caddick (in Higgins, 2004) emphasize that 
work in groups, a dominant technique in adult education, 
helps develop prisoners’ self-reflection. This, in turn, helps 
to strengthen them and builds positive attitudes both 
towards themselves and to others.
The need to link the content of education to the needs and 
motivations of learners is a key feature in adult education. 
This becomes even more important in prison education. 
According to Diseth et al (2008) an educational process in 
prisons is much more likely to succeed if the content is 
directly related to the motivation of the prisoners. 
In relation to the issue of motivation in prison education, 
Manger et al (2010) argue that the mobilization of 
prisoners must follow the “pulled from the front” approach 
which assumes that individuals act purposefully in 
accordance with their intentions. In contrast the "pushed 
from behind" approach which pushes the inmates toward 
a given course of actions is often away from the real needs 
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and intentions of prisoners. The “pulled from the front” 
approach gives inmates incentives associated with both 
improving their stay in prison and with issues of social and 
vocational integration after release. In this way, prisoners 
voluntarily respond to educational programs conducted in 
jail and not because they are forced to do so. On the other 
hand, studies have shown (Manger et al, 2010) that a key 
reason many prisoners participate in educational 
programs is not their educational needs and the content of 
education, but the deep desire to escape the daily routine 
of prison.

Diseth et al (2008) focus on the specific obstacles faced 
by learners in prisons.   Besides the typical obstacles 
encountered by adult learners, such as previous negative 
educational experiences, as well as internal barriers 
related to low self-image, education in prison presents a 
large number of external barriers. These are:  the 
prevalence of overcrowding in most prisons, the lack of 
funds for training activities, the lack of educational 
resources and materials, issues of guarding and security 
and transporting of prisoners to another prison.
Higgins (2004: 248) highlights the often negative opinions 
and attitudes to the educational process by the staff of the 
prison as an additional obstacle facing educators and 
learners in prisons. Several members of the prison staff 
consider the educational activities “a waste of resources 
because the correct response to offending lies in the 
control of individuals".
The internal barriers of prisoner learners are also 
significantly greater than those faced by learners in a 
formal adult education setting. Inmates function in 
conditions of heightened stress which significantly affects 
their psychology and overall mood. Similarly, Corcoran 
(1985) points out the stressfulness for the teacher who 
must learn to work in completely different conditions from 
those in which they have usually been trained. According 
to him, the stress level of the teacher is even higher in the 
high-security prison, where despite the increased 
protective measures in place, the prison teacher is face to 
face with many special case detainees. According to Fox 
(1991) working conditions in prison often act as an 
obstacle to teachers trying to effectively implement the 
principles of adult education. This has negative effects on 
the success of educational objectives and the satisfaction 
of learners.
Appropriate teacher training for those working in prisons is 
a prerequisite for the successful development of education 
programs in prisons. The training will adequately prepare 
teachers for the specific conditions prevailing in prisons 
and help them find ways to overcome the obstacles they 
face. Costelloe and Warner (2003) claim that prison 
educators must be very aware of what it is they are doing, 
why they are doing it and how best to do it.

 Prison education and transformative learning
According to Castelloe and Warner (2003)  critical 
reflexivity must be an essential element of the daily 
practice and policy in prison education.  Critical reflection 
challenges the prisoners’ preconceptions and prejudices 
and facilitates a greater degree of change people and their 

lives than offence focused work. Having in mind that crime 
is the outcome of oppressive social structures as 
colonialism, patriarchy and capitalism, education “should 
encourage conscientization that  will give individuals 
emancipator insight into their location within these 
structures” (Higgins, 2004: 247). 
Warner (2002) claims that prison education should be a 
transformative education, following Mezirow’s perceptions 
about transformative learning. She suspects the 
“criminogenic focused courses” that lead to only 
superfi cial change and they do not effect the  
consciousness of  prisoners. Therefore the consciousness 
raising process is very important for prisoners, because 
through it they could re-evaluate and re-interpret their 
identity and understand that their problems are not a result 
of personal failure, but are rooted in social structures and 
in the power relations of society. Morrow (2008: 339) 
speaking of the use of reflective practice in an education 
program in prisons, states: “The power of reflective 
practice proved extremely strong. During class time 
offenders I had worked with for a long time suddenly 
became philosophers, psychologists, teachers. Their 
thinking appeared to grow to a higher level. Neither they 
nor I had anticipated this. Each participant  had  their own 
experiences and emotions to contribute to the class 
discussions.”
Likewise, Page (2009) describes how using a lemon 
mobilized the critical reflection of a prisoner learner. The 
aroma of lemon peel, which the prisoner had not smelt for 
many years, was a smell from the outside world, a smell of 
freedom. This functioned as a disorienting dilemma for the 
prisoner and mobilized the critical reflection on their life to 
date. Another form of disorienting dilemma for prisoners 
may be autobiographical narratives and life stories, both 
their own and other prisoners’ or non-prisoners’. 
Recounting life stories gives prisoners the opportunity to 
share life experiences with others which leads to 
emotional discharge. Having lightened the emotional 
burden, prisoners can review and re-evaluate their pre-
prison attitudes and life choices more objectively.
According to Stephenson (2007) and Hopwood (1999), the 
use of storytelling and generally, of literature in prison, 
helps prisoners improve their self-confidence, work on 
expression and active listening, develop empathy and 
improve their communication skills. Findings from two 
large training programmes, one in the U.S. prisons of 
Massachusetts entitled “Changing lives through 
literature” (Trounstine, J., Waxler, R., 1999) and one in 
British prisons entitled "Stories Connect” (Stephenson, 
2007) demonstrate the effectiveness of this educational 
approach. The basic features of these programmes are 
narration, discussion, writing and processing various 
forms of story. For the majority of prisoners who 
participated in educational activities with narrative as core, 
changes in their pre-prison value system were noted.

A research in a Greek prison
This research was part of a narrative  workshop held in a 
Greek prison. The prison is located in the city of Volos 
(Magnesia prefecture, Central Greece) and its official name 
is Special Juvenile Detention Centre, Volos. Although 
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This research aims to highlight the transformations that 
took place in the views of a group of young prisoners as a 
result of their participation in a narrative workshop, where  
the prisoners told and heard  autobiographical stories. The 
transformations that emerged during the workshop are 
connected with  the decision of the migrants to leave their 
country,  the causes that led them to prison and their plans 
for the future.  

Education inside the prison
The need for the education of prisoners has been 
emphasized for nearly a century in the context of different 
disciplines such as psychology, sociology, social 
anthropology, etc. Given both that the world has seen a 
significantly high ratio between illiteracy and criminality 
(Wilson, 1996) and also that prison  is not a neutral space, 
but  is generally in itself criminogenic (Warner, 2007), 
prison education is a very  significant  dimension of life in 
prison. 
According to Diseth et al (2008) prison education is 
important “both as a means for preparing inmates for life 
after prison and of  providing meaningful activities for the 
inmates during imprisonment”. Prison education may also 
change the inmates’ attitudes toward life in general, lead 
to improved self-esteem, confidence, and self-awareness 
(Tootoonchi, 1993). According to Morin (1981) education 
for the inmates is a dimension full of hope and promise. It 
helps him to find a meaning of life, to justify his existence, 
to determine his conduct and behaviors.  Tootoonchi 
(1993) claims that inmates who attend educational 
programmes while they are incarcerated are less likely to 
return to prison following their release and help them find a 
good job upon release and resist committing further 
offences.  Through the education the prisoners “learn to  
see their situation more objectively, to put aside feelings of 
hostility, to stop the habit of acting impulsively and the 
tendency to see things tin black and white. They learn to 
move beyond that inarticulate and immobilizing sense of 
“I’m the only who has ever felt this way, so you can’t teach 
me anything”.  (McLaughlin, M., Trounstine, J., Waxler, R.P. 
1997: 18).
Characteristically Warner (2002) emphasizes that the 
ability of prisoners to participate in educational programs 
during incarceration is an answer to the question “do we 
have citizens in prison or do we have prisoners?”
However, given the peculiarities of education in prisons, 

what is the most effective type of education for prisoners? 
According to Council of Europe (1990:14) “firstly, the  
education of prisoners must, in its philosophy, methods 
and content, be brought as close as  possible to the best 
adult education in society outside, secondly education 
should be constantly seeking ways to link prisoners with 
the outside community and to enable  both groups to 
interact with each other as fully and as constructively as 
possible”. 
A significant number of researchers who have worked in 
this area  highlight the need for the presence of the 
characteristics of adult learning in educational programs 
conducted in jail. Kerka (1995)  claims that successful 
prison literacy programs should be tailored to the prison 
culture. They should be learner centered and participatory, 
put literacy into meaningful contexts and motivate and 
sustain learner interests.  According to Costelloe and 
Warner (2003) prison education must mirror the best 
practice of adult education. This means that  the role of 
teacher and learner  should be interchangeable and  
learners should take active responsibility of their learning. 
The educator creates the best climate for learning, but 
learning should be self directed. 
Adult education techniques such as  collaborative learning 
in small groups are used successfully in many prison 
education programmes. In that context prisoners are  
engaged in supportive discussion through a constructivist 
view of learning where the learners construct their own 
meaning of knowledge (Prison Education Service 2002).
Brown and Caddick (in Higgins, 2004) emphasize that 
work in groups, a dominant technique in adult education, 
helps develop prisoners’ self-reflection. This, in turn, helps 
to strengthen them and builds positive attitudes both 
towards themselves and to others.
The need to link the content of education to the needs and 
motivations of learners is a key feature in adult education. 
This becomes even more important in prison education. 
According to Diseth et al (2008) an educational process in 
prisons is much more likely to succeed if the content is 
directly related to the motivation of the prisoners. 
In relation to the issue of motivation in prison education, 
Manger et al (2010) argue that the mobilization of 
prisoners must follow the “pulled from the front” approach 
which assumes that individuals act purposefully in 
accordance with their intentions. In contrast the "pushed 
from behind" approach which pushes the inmates toward 
a given course of actions is often away from the real needs 
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and intentions of prisoners. The “pulled from the front” 
approach gives inmates incentives associated with both 
improving their stay in prison and with issues of social and 
vocational integration after release. In this way, prisoners 
voluntarily respond to educational programs conducted in 
jail and not because they are forced to do so. On the other 
hand, studies have shown (Manger et al, 2010) that a key 
reason many prisoners participate in educational 
programs is not their educational needs and the content of 
education, but the deep desire to escape the daily routine 
of prison.

Diseth et al (2008) focus on the specific obstacles faced 
by learners in prisons.   Besides the typical obstacles 
encountered by adult learners, such as previous negative 
educational experiences, as well as internal barriers 
related to low self-image, education in prison presents a 
large number of external barriers. These are:  the 
prevalence of overcrowding in most prisons, the lack of 
funds for training activities, the lack of educational 
resources and materials, issues of guarding and security 
and transporting of prisoners to another prison.
Higgins (2004: 248) highlights the often negative opinions 
and attitudes to the educational process by the staff of the 
prison as an additional obstacle facing educators and 
learners in prisons. Several members of the prison staff 
consider the educational activities “a waste of resources 
because the correct response to offending lies in the 
control of individuals".
The internal barriers of prisoner learners are also 
significantly greater than those faced by learners in a 
formal adult education setting. Inmates function in 
conditions of heightened stress which significantly affects 
their psychology and overall mood. Similarly, Corcoran 
(1985) points out the stressfulness for the teacher who 
must learn to work in completely different conditions from 
those in which they have usually been trained. According 
to him, the stress level of the teacher is even higher in the 
high-security prison, where despite the increased 
protective measures in place, the prison teacher is face to 
face with many special case detainees. According to Fox 
(1991) working conditions in prison often act as an 
obstacle to teachers trying to effectively implement the 
principles of adult education. This has negative effects on 
the success of educational objectives and the satisfaction 
of learners.
Appropriate teacher training for those working in prisons is 
a prerequisite for the successful development of education 
programs in prisons. The training will adequately prepare 
teachers for the specific conditions prevailing in prisons 
and help them find ways to overcome the obstacles they 
face. Costelloe and Warner (2003) claim that prison 
educators must be very aware of what it is they are doing, 
why they are doing it and how best to do it.

 Prison education and transformative learning
According to Castelloe and Warner (2003)  critical 
reflexivity must be an essential element of the daily 
practice and policy in prison education.  Critical reflection 
challenges the prisoners’ preconceptions and prejudices 
and facilitates a greater degree of change people and their 

lives than offence focused work. Having in mind that crime 
is the outcome of oppressive social structures as 
colonialism, patriarchy and capitalism, education “should 
encourage conscientization that  will give individuals 
emancipator insight into their location within these 
structures” (Higgins, 2004: 247). 
Warner (2002) claims that prison education should be a 
transformative education, following Mezirow’s perceptions 
about transformative learning. She suspects the 
“criminogenic focused courses” that lead to only 
superfi cial change and they do not effect the  
consciousness of  prisoners. Therefore the consciousness 
raising process is very important for prisoners, because 
through it they could re-evaluate and re-interpret their 
identity and understand that their problems are not a result 
of personal failure, but are rooted in social structures and 
in the power relations of society. Morrow (2008: 339) 
speaking of the use of reflective practice in an education 
program in prisons, states: “The power of reflective 
practice proved extremely strong. During class time 
offenders I had worked with for a long time suddenly 
became philosophers, psychologists, teachers. Their 
thinking appeared to grow to a higher level. Neither they 
nor I had anticipated this. Each participant  had  their own 
experiences and emotions to contribute to the class 
discussions.”
Likewise, Page (2009) describes how using a lemon 
mobilized the critical reflection of a prisoner learner. The 
aroma of lemon peel, which the prisoner had not smelt for 
many years, was a smell from the outside world, a smell of 
freedom. This functioned as a disorienting dilemma for the 
prisoner and mobilized the critical reflection on their life to 
date. Another form of disorienting dilemma for prisoners 
may be autobiographical narratives and life stories, both 
their own and other prisoners’ or non-prisoners’. 
Recounting life stories gives prisoners the opportunity to 
share life experiences with others which leads to 
emotional discharge. Having lightened the emotional 
burden, prisoners can review and re-evaluate their pre-
prison attitudes and life choices more objectively.
According to Stephenson (2007) and Hopwood (1999), the 
use of storytelling and generally, of literature in prison, 
helps prisoners improve their self-confidence, work on 
expression and active listening, develop empathy and 
improve their communication skills. Findings from two 
large training programmes, one in the U.S. prisons of 
Massachusetts entitled “Changing lives through 
literature” (Trounstine, J., Waxler, R., 1999) and one in 
British prisons entitled "Stories Connect” (Stephenson, 
2007) demonstrate the effectiveness of this educational 
approach. The basic features of these programmes are 
narration, discussion, writing and processing various 
forms of story. For the majority of prisoners who 
participated in educational activities with narrative as core, 
changes in their pre-prison value system were noted.

A research in a Greek prison
This research was part of a narrative  workshop held in a 
Greek prison. The prison is located in the city of Volos 
(Magnesia prefecture, Central Greece) and its official name 
is Special Juvenile Detention Centre, Volos. Although 
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prisoners in this jail are formally between the ages of 18 to 
21, the actual age of many of them is greater, since, 
especially for most foreign prisoners, there are no official 
documents to prove their age.
The research subjects were eight prisoners from Pakistan, 
who arrived in Greece as economic migrants. They were in 
prison for different reasons and their sentences, 
depending on the offense they had committed, ranged 
from several months to several years. These specific 
prisoners accepted the teacher’s invitation to participate in 
the narrative workshop and thus the research. Of the eight 
prisoners five were beginners in learning the Greek 
language, while three were at an intermediate level in 
spoken Greek. The latter served as translators for the 
former.
The narrative workshop became part of the Greek 
language course for prisoners who were at the prison 
school. The design and implementation of the workshop 
was based on the principles of adult education. In 
particular, all activities of the workshop had as their 
reference point the learners’ experiences. All teaching 
methods used were standard techniques of adult 
education such as group work, discussion, brainstorming 
and case study, while the teacher had the role of 
coordinator of the educational process. 
The main axis of the workshop was the autobiographical 
narratives of the students and discussion about them. In 
addition to the narratives of the prisoners themselves, 
written narratives of others were used (immigrants, ex-
prisoners and others) whose stories had elements in 
common with those of the participants in the workshop. 
The workshop was completed in ten sessions, where each 
session lasted approximately one and a half to two hours. 
The central question of the research focused on whether a 
narrative workshop, whose design was based on the 
principles of adult education, could mobilize the critical 
reflection of the prisoners and be a transformative learning 
process for the participants.
The research tools used were a group interview with the 
research subjects at the start and at the completion of the 
workshop and the research diary of the teacher. The 
original research design had intended the use of another 
researcher in the role of critical friend/observer/evaluator. 
However, the second researcher did not participate as they 
were unable to secure an entry pass into the prison.
It was not possible to record the interviews with the 
prisoners as it is forbidden to   take recording equipment 
into the prison. The researcher attempted to record the 
words of the research subjects in his diary with the 
greatest possible accuracy. However, as can be expected 
in these cases, only a small part of both the learners’ 
narratives and views could be recorded. The ban on the 
use of tape recorders, the limited research time, as well as 
various external factors affecting the research process are 
common difficulties in carrying out research in prisons and 
are systematically recorded by researchers working in 
similar  places (Page, 2009).
The whole research process had an ethnographic 
approach and was an action- research, since the teacher/
researcher coordinated the process, but also participated 
in it as a team member. Nevertheless, sometimes some of 

the characteristics of the researcher's identity appeared to 
function as a boundary for the students. The researcher/
teacher was from the outside world, was significantly older 
and belonged to the dominant ethno-cultural group unlike 
the learners who were all self-declared minors and 
foreigners. The phrase "you cannot understand us” was 
heard several times and sometimes inhibited teacher-
learner communication.
The central core of the storytelling workshop was 
autobiographical narratives by the group members. During 
the workshop these narratives had a spiral development. 
At the start, there were specific topics for developing 
narratives; these were life in the country of origin, the 
decision to emigrate, the migrant journey, arrest and 
detention. As the meetings progressed, so did the stories, 
both in scope and depth. The narrators first approached 
subjects beyond their predetermined narrative axes and 
then entered into more and more detailed narrative, 
revealing information and events for the first time to other 
group members.
Crossovers between narratives were very common.  The 
recollection of one member brought to mind a similar 
incident from another member. This often resulted in the 
creation of a chain of narratives, where the end of one was 
the beginning of another. In this way each narrative had a 
ripple effect.  This lead not only to the creation of new 
narratives, but also to a series of reflections by narrators 
which were often accompanied by intense emotional 
expression. Joy, sadness, homesickness, extreme or mild 
anger were the most frequent feelings expressed during 
the narratives or discussion around them. According to 
Calderwood (2003) adult learners’ emotions and their 
discharge is a key feature of the group process in adult 
education and requires appropriate handling by the 
teacher so as not to lose control of the situation. Given the 
particular psychological condition of learners when they 
are prisoners, emotion management by the teacher is a 
necessary but difficult process.

Research findings 
There were five areas where transformations were 
identified in the prisoners’ views. These were their relation 
to education, their decision about migration, their migrant 
identity, delinquency, imprisonment and finally, their plans 
and intentions for the future.  Regarding the group 
members’ relation to education, in the group interview held 
at the start of the workshop, all students expressed 
negative experiences regarding their formal education. 
According to the eight students: two had attended high 
school; two junior high school; three had completed 
primary school, and one had not attended school, though 
he was not illiterate. In the formal education system, the 
group members cited the negative attitude of teachers or 
peers, their own inability to attend regularly due to work 
commitments, and also to their own personal choices.  
Indicative are the following excerpts from their opinions, as 
recorded in the research log: 
 “In Pakistan the school is beatings, beatings, just 
beatings” [Makes a beating motion with his hand].  /  “I 
argued with a child and I left school”  / “The teachers there 
are not good”  / “We worked every day” / “I did not like 

 school, all day reading and writing” 

The group members’ negative experiences of formal 
education had established as the dominant view that any 
educational process is negative and a waste of time. They 
said that: 

 “School is for those who have money. If you don’t have 
money, you go to work, not school”/ “I do not want [the 
teacher] to be swearing at me and telling me off for not 
reading or writing”

In the group interview which happened at the end of the 
workshop and functioned as an assessment of the 
workshop, the theme of education was re-discussed. The 
students’ comments show that a formal educational 
process like the workshop they had participated in, is not 
for them a formal kind of education. However, it is a 
desirable way of teaching and learning because of the 
different role of the teacher and the different teaching 
techniques. The following views express this: 

 “School’s like this:  homework, beatings, punishment.” / 
“Here we have discussions all the time. At school there’s 
not much discussion”/ “At school, the teacher talks all the 
time, the student [Covers his mouth with his hand]”/  “This 
was like being with friends, no shouting, just chatting” / “If 
school was like that, I’d be in university now” 

On the issue of migration and migrant identity, it is evident 
from the very first discussion that these form the core 
reflection for group members. Characteristic views such 
as: 

 “If I had known what would happen, I wouldn’t have 
left.” / “We did not know what it is to be away from 
family." / “Those who left before me just lied saying 
everything was fine” 

The majority of the group seems to have regretted the 
decision to emigrate, but continue to understand what 
lead them to such a decision: 

 “People are dying of hunger there and they say there is no 
place worse than there” / “ When you do not have a job, 
you have no food. You leave to find work, to have food”

As the workshop meetings progressed and the narratives 
about the migration journey and life in a new country 
multiplied, the majority of the group seems to have 
crystallized a negative view on their decision to emigrate. 
So, when a group member expresses the view “better to 
eat half a loaf in your own land than ten loaves in a strange 
land” the other members agree totally. In the context of 
this debate, the exchange of views takes on a strong 
political dimension making connections with colonialism, 
the problematic governance of their country of origin, the 
lack of representation of all social groups in governmental 
institutions etc. Indicative are the views: 

 “The English did a lot of bad. The English became rich 

from Pakistan, Pakistanis starved” / “People are hungry, 
but they, the government, give all the money to their 
friends” / “No poor person ever entered government” 

These views highlight the research subjects’ development 
of critical reflection and the transition from the initial 
individualized approaches to migration towards a deeper 
examination of its political and social causes. 
Regarding the issue of delinquent behavior that led them 
to prison, during the initial interview, six of the eight 
prisoners admitted their delinquency. However, they 
regarded their sentence and imprisonment unfair. Two 
detainees claimed that they had no connection to the 
offense for which they were accused.  The first six 
prisoners focused on the difference between the laws in 
their home country and in Greece. They said that: 

 “In Pakistan you go to prison for one month, here it’s for 
years”/ “I did not know what the law says, one law in 
Europe, another in Pakistan”

During the workshop, the participants, including the six, 
developed reflective opinions about the causes that led to 
their delinquent attitudes.

The narrative of a prisoner, who had stayed in prison 
longer than the others acted as an incentive for reflective 
discussion. This particular prisoner stated:  

 “It was bad luck.  The evil thought came into my mind 
[puts his finger on his temple] to do the robbery. I had 
been on the road one month, if I go to jail, that would be 
good. But this was bad thinking”. 

Similarly, other group members stated:  

 “I did it back to front. First I acted and then I thought 
about it” / “The brain doesn’t always work well. You do one 
thing, and then say I shouldn’t have done it, it was a bad 
thing”

Also important are the thoughts that members of the 
group express on prisoner attitude and prison life. In the 
initial interview almost all agree that “in prison the 
toughest wins” and “in prison if you cry you’re done for”.  
However, by the end of the workshop, and having narrated 
a significant number of incidents from everyday life in jail, 
the participants’ views differed from their initial ones. The 
following illustrate this: 

 “I don’t argue, I have lots of discussions, I play a lot of 
football.”/ “When someone says something bad, I don’t 
fight, I just say ‘you’re right, that’s it for now” / “I pray a lot, 
five times a day and I say, if Allah wills, I will leave here” 

There were also changes in the views expressed by 
prisoners in the initial interview and their concerns at the 
end of the workshop about their intentions for what to do 
after you get out of jail, The views of seven of the eight 
prisoners in the initial interview may be summarized in the 
phrase: “I will try to leave Greece and go to another 
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prisoners in this jail are formally between the ages of 18 to 
21, the actual age of many of them is greater, since, 
especially for most foreign prisoners, there are no official 
documents to prove their age.
The research subjects were eight prisoners from Pakistan, 
who arrived in Greece as economic migrants. They were in 
prison for different reasons and their sentences, 
depending on the offense they had committed, ranged 
from several months to several years. These specific 
prisoners accepted the teacher’s invitation to participate in 
the narrative workshop and thus the research. Of the eight 
prisoners five were beginners in learning the Greek 
language, while three were at an intermediate level in 
spoken Greek. The latter served as translators for the 
former.
The narrative workshop became part of the Greek 
language course for prisoners who were at the prison 
school. The design and implementation of the workshop 
was based on the principles of adult education. In 
particular, all activities of the workshop had as their 
reference point the learners’ experiences. All teaching 
methods used were standard techniques of adult 
education such as group work, discussion, brainstorming 
and case study, while the teacher had the role of 
coordinator of the educational process. 
The main axis of the workshop was the autobiographical 
narratives of the students and discussion about them. In 
addition to the narratives of the prisoners themselves, 
written narratives of others were used (immigrants, ex-
prisoners and others) whose stories had elements in 
common with those of the participants in the workshop. 
The workshop was completed in ten sessions, where each 
session lasted approximately one and a half to two hours. 
The central question of the research focused on whether a 
narrative workshop, whose design was based on the 
principles of adult education, could mobilize the critical 
reflection of the prisoners and be a transformative learning 
process for the participants.
The research tools used were a group interview with the 
research subjects at the start and at the completion of the 
workshop and the research diary of the teacher. The 
original research design had intended the use of another 
researcher in the role of critical friend/observer/evaluator. 
However, the second researcher did not participate as they 
were unable to secure an entry pass into the prison.
It was not possible to record the interviews with the 
prisoners as it is forbidden to   take recording equipment 
into the prison. The researcher attempted to record the 
words of the research subjects in his diary with the 
greatest possible accuracy. However, as can be expected 
in these cases, only a small part of both the learners’ 
narratives and views could be recorded. The ban on the 
use of tape recorders, the limited research time, as well as 
various external factors affecting the research process are 
common difficulties in carrying out research in prisons and 
are systematically recorded by researchers working in 
similar  places (Page, 2009).
The whole research process had an ethnographic 
approach and was an action- research, since the teacher/
researcher coordinated the process, but also participated 
in it as a team member. Nevertheless, sometimes some of 

the characteristics of the researcher's identity appeared to 
function as a boundary for the students. The researcher/
teacher was from the outside world, was significantly older 
and belonged to the dominant ethno-cultural group unlike 
the learners who were all self-declared minors and 
foreigners. The phrase "you cannot understand us” was 
heard several times and sometimes inhibited teacher-
learner communication.
The central core of the storytelling workshop was 
autobiographical narratives by the group members. During 
the workshop these narratives had a spiral development. 
At the start, there were specific topics for developing 
narratives; these were life in the country of origin, the 
decision to emigrate, the migrant journey, arrest and 
detention. As the meetings progressed, so did the stories, 
both in scope and depth. The narrators first approached 
subjects beyond their predetermined narrative axes and 
then entered into more and more detailed narrative, 
revealing information and events for the first time to other 
group members.
Crossovers between narratives were very common.  The 
recollection of one member brought to mind a similar 
incident from another member. This often resulted in the 
creation of a chain of narratives, where the end of one was 
the beginning of another. In this way each narrative had a 
ripple effect.  This lead not only to the creation of new 
narratives, but also to a series of reflections by narrators 
which were often accompanied by intense emotional 
expression. Joy, sadness, homesickness, extreme or mild 
anger were the most frequent feelings expressed during 
the narratives or discussion around them. According to 
Calderwood (2003) adult learners’ emotions and their 
discharge is a key feature of the group process in adult 
education and requires appropriate handling by the 
teacher so as not to lose control of the situation. Given the 
particular psychological condition of learners when they 
are prisoners, emotion management by the teacher is a 
necessary but difficult process.

Research findings 
There were five areas where transformations were 
identified in the prisoners’ views. These were their relation 
to education, their decision about migration, their migrant 
identity, delinquency, imprisonment and finally, their plans 
and intentions for the future.  Regarding the group 
members’ relation to education, in the group interview held 
at the start of the workshop, all students expressed 
negative experiences regarding their formal education. 
According to the eight students: two had attended high 
school; two junior high school; three had completed 
primary school, and one had not attended school, though 
he was not illiterate. In the formal education system, the 
group members cited the negative attitude of teachers or 
peers, their own inability to attend regularly due to work 
commitments, and also to their own personal choices.  
Indicative are the following excerpts from their opinions, as 
recorded in the research log: 
 “In Pakistan the school is beatings, beatings, just 
beatings” [Makes a beating motion with his hand].  /  “I 
argued with a child and I left school”  / “The teachers there 
are not good”  / “We worked every day” / “I did not like 

 school, all day reading and writing” 

The group members’ negative experiences of formal 
education had established as the dominant view that any 
educational process is negative and a waste of time. They 
said that: 

 “School is for those who have money. If you don’t have 
money, you go to work, not school”/ “I do not want [the 
teacher] to be swearing at me and telling me off for not 
reading or writing”

In the group interview which happened at the end of the 
workshop and functioned as an assessment of the 
workshop, the theme of education was re-discussed. The 
students’ comments show that a formal educational 
process like the workshop they had participated in, is not 
for them a formal kind of education. However, it is a 
desirable way of teaching and learning because of the 
different role of the teacher and the different teaching 
techniques. The following views express this: 

 “School’s like this:  homework, beatings, punishment.” / 
“Here we have discussions all the time. At school there’s 
not much discussion”/ “At school, the teacher talks all the 
time, the student [Covers his mouth with his hand]”/  “This 
was like being with friends, no shouting, just chatting” / “If 
school was like that, I’d be in university now” 

On the issue of migration and migrant identity, it is evident 
from the very first discussion that these form the core 
reflection for group members. Characteristic views such 
as: 

 “If I had known what would happen, I wouldn’t have 
left.” / “We did not know what it is to be away from 
family." / “Those who left before me just lied saying 
everything was fine” 

The majority of the group seems to have regretted the 
decision to emigrate, but continue to understand what 
lead them to such a decision: 

 “People are dying of hunger there and they say there is no 
place worse than there” / “ When you do not have a job, 
you have no food. You leave to find work, to have food”

As the workshop meetings progressed and the narratives 
about the migration journey and life in a new country 
multiplied, the majority of the group seems to have 
crystallized a negative view on their decision to emigrate. 
So, when a group member expresses the view “better to 
eat half a loaf in your own land than ten loaves in a strange 
land” the other members agree totally. In the context of 
this debate, the exchange of views takes on a strong 
political dimension making connections with colonialism, 
the problematic governance of their country of origin, the 
lack of representation of all social groups in governmental 
institutions etc. Indicative are the views: 

 “The English did a lot of bad. The English became rich 

from Pakistan, Pakistanis starved” / “People are hungry, 
but they, the government, give all the money to their 
friends” / “No poor person ever entered government” 

These views highlight the research subjects’ development 
of critical reflection and the transition from the initial 
individualized approaches to migration towards a deeper 
examination of its political and social causes. 
Regarding the issue of delinquent behavior that led them 
to prison, during the initial interview, six of the eight 
prisoners admitted their delinquency. However, they 
regarded their sentence and imprisonment unfair. Two 
detainees claimed that they had no connection to the 
offense for which they were accused.  The first six 
prisoners focused on the difference between the laws in 
their home country and in Greece. They said that: 

 “In Pakistan you go to prison for one month, here it’s for 
years”/ “I did not know what the law says, one law in 
Europe, another in Pakistan”

During the workshop, the participants, including the six, 
developed reflective opinions about the causes that led to 
their delinquent attitudes.

The narrative of a prisoner, who had stayed in prison 
longer than the others acted as an incentive for reflective 
discussion. This particular prisoner stated:  

 “It was bad luck.  The evil thought came into my mind 
[puts his finger on his temple] to do the robbery. I had 
been on the road one month, if I go to jail, that would be 
good. But this was bad thinking”. 

Similarly, other group members stated:  

 “I did it back to front. First I acted and then I thought 
about it” / “The brain doesn’t always work well. You do one 
thing, and then say I shouldn’t have done it, it was a bad 
thing”

Also important are the thoughts that members of the 
group express on prisoner attitude and prison life. In the 
initial interview almost all agree that “in prison the 
toughest wins” and “in prison if you cry you’re done for”.  
However, by the end of the workshop, and having narrated 
a significant number of incidents from everyday life in jail, 
the participants’ views differed from their initial ones. The 
following illustrate this: 

 “I don’t argue, I have lots of discussions, I play a lot of 
football.”/ “When someone says something bad, I don’t 
fight, I just say ‘you’re right, that’s it for now” / “I pray a lot, 
five times a day and I say, if Allah wills, I will leave here” 

There were also changes in the views expressed by 
prisoners in the initial interview and their concerns at the 
end of the workshop about their intentions for what to do 
after you get out of jail, The views of seven of the eight 
prisoners in the initial interview may be summarized in the 
phrase: “I will try to leave Greece and go to another 
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country (England, Norway, Canada)”. One prisoner who did 
not agree with this view and stated: “I will try to stay in 
Greece , otherwise I will go back to Pakistan”, made 
frequent references to information he received from his 
friends who are in other European countries. Typical is the 
following extract from his narrative, as recorded in the 
research log: “I called a friend who  is in Italy and he told 
me . Don’t come. It’s very difficult. There’s no work, 
nothing. In Greece it’s better”.  The issue of residence in 
Greece or moving to another country after completion of 
their sentence is of serious concern and reoccurs with 
great frequency throughout the narratives. The prisoners’ 
opinions are affected by narratives heard both in the 
workshop and at other times in the prison. When the same 
subject is discussed at the last workshop meeting, of the 
eight prisoners, only three persist in the original view of 
moving to another country. The rest are very concerned 
and they seem undecided: 

“I do not know what to do”/ “I'll talk to friends and see”/ “If 
I find a job I will stay in Greece” / “I might go back”

Conclusions
This study sought to investigate whether the involvement 
of prisoners in a storytelling workshop held within a prison 
and designed according to the principles of adult 
education could stimulate a thinking, reflective process in 
the context of transformative learning. It was found that 
the oral narratives of the group members and written 
narratives selected from other storytellers, served as 
disorienting dilemmas which mobilized the thoughts and 
reflections of the prisoners on a range of subjects. The 
themes of the narratives, with a spiral development, were 
their relation to education, their decision about migration, 
their migrant identity, prison identity and finally, their plans 
for the future.  Given the negative relation they had with 
formal education in their home country and their rejection 
of the educational process, their participation in this 
workshop also served as a disorienting dilemma. 
Participating in the workshop, the prisoners realized that 
there may be another approach to education that meets 
their needs and desires and in which they can play an 
active role.
The narratives during the workshop help group members 
to reassess the decision to migrate and to choose a 
migrant identity.  However, they seem mostly to prompt 
reflections on the reasons for continued poverty in their 
country and the large number of immigrants to Europe. 
Along with discussions, the narratives also help develop 
the critical reflection of prisoners and the gradual 
development of an emancipatory perspective. Changes 
occur in the group members’ relation to the prisoner 
identity and the prison routine. The dominant view in 
prison - “the toughest wins " gradually give way to views 

that focus on communication between the prisoners, on 
contemplation and the role of prayer. Finally, changes 
occur during the workshop about the prisoners’ plans after 
their release. Their initial certainty “will go to another 
country” gives way to uncertainties like “do not know”, 
“will see” etc.
Obviously, it cannot be said with certainty that the 
observed changes in the views of the members of the 
group, from its beginning to its completion, are solely as a 
result of the workshop. According to Hopwood (1999) 
narrations and discussions are a key feature of the 
everyday communication of prisoners and therefore 
narrators and listeners are  influenced throughout their 
time in prison.  
However, irrespective of other factors likely to affect the 
prisoners and lead to a transformation of previous 
perceptions, their participation in the workshop was a 
catalyst after being given the opportunity to freely express 
their opinions,  to systematically and repeatedly reflect on 
opinions different from their own, to reassess choices they 
had made in the past and plans made for the future . The 
use of the group workshop as a teaching tool and other 
techniques of adult learning, such as discussion, 
brainstorming and the use of a case study in conjunction 
with the systematic use of narratives were particularly 
helpful for prisoners. These techniques maintained the 
interest of the learners and ensured active participation in 
the educational process. The gradual establishment of a 
climate of trust between the members themselves and 
between the teacher and the members was also 
particularly important.  Although the creation of a climate 
of communication, cooperation and interaction is a key 
element in any educational activity relating to adults,   
Warner (2007) highlights the critical role of such a climate 
in educational activities in prisons. Given that trust 
between prisoners is not self-evident in prisons, securing a 
climate of mutual trust is a prerequisite for the success of 
educational activities in prison.
Obviously a narrative workshop, as described above 
cannot influence the social structures that create 
delinquency. However, evident in this research is the fact 
that it can mobilize prisoners’ contemplation and reflection 
so they reconsider the course of their lives and re-evaluate 
the decisions that led to delinquent behavior. The above 
process has the characteristics of a transformational 
journey which according to Warner (2002) should be the 
ultimate goal of any educational activity conducted in a 
prison. At the same time it is a transformative process for 
the teacher/ researcher, as the daily experience of 
teaching in prison apart from the barrage of reflections on 
issues of education and correction, helps them realize and 
feel the importance of personal freedom. As Swift  (2002) 
characteristically says, in prison you learn “what it means 
to leave the world and then be allowed to return”.

REFERENCES

Calderwood, P.E. (2003). Towards a professional 
community for social justice.   Journal of 
Transformative education, 1 (4), 301-320.

Corcoran, F. (1985). Pedagogy in prison: Teaching in 

maximum security institutions.  Communication 
Education, 34 (1), 49 — 58.

Costelloe A. &  Warner, K. (2003). Beyond ‘Offending 
Behaviour’: The Wider Perspectives of Adult 

Education and the European Prison Rules. Paper 
presented to the 9th EPEA International 
Conference on Prison Education, Langesund,  
Norway.

Council of Europe (1990). Education in Prison. Strasburg: 
Council of Europe

Diseth, Åge , Eikeland, Ole-Johan, Manger, Terje and 
Hetland, Hilde (2008).      Education of prison 
inmates: course experience, motivation, and 
learning       strategies as indicators of evaluation. 
Educational Research and Evaluation, 14  (3), 201 
— 214.

Fox, T. A. (1991). Prison educators' practice of adult 
education in prison education programmes: A 
Canadian case study.  International Journal of 
Lifelong       Education, 10 (1), 35-44.

Higgins, J. (2004). Sharing sociological stories: reflections 
on teaching sociology in           Prison. 
International Journal of lifelong education, 23 (3), 
243 – 257.

Hopwood, C. (1999). Free with Words. Writers in Prison. 
Wales: Bar None Books.

Kerka, Sandra (1995). Prison Literacy Programs. Report 
No. EDO-CE-95-159.       Washington. D.C.: Office 
of Educational Research and Improvement. (ERIC        
Document Service No. ED383859). 

Manger, Terje , Eikeland, Ole-Johan , Diseth, Åge , 
Hetland, Hilde and Asbjørnsen,       Arve (2010). 
Prison Inmates' Educational Motives: Are They 
Pushed or Pulled?. Scandinavian Journal of 
Educational Research, 54 (6), 535 —547

McLaughlin, M., Trounstine, J., Waxler, R.P. (1997). 
Success stories: Life skills        through literature. 

Washington D.C.: U.S. Department of  Education
Morin, L. (ed.), (1981). On prison education. Ottawa: 

Canadian Government      Publishing Centre.
Morrow, T. (2008). How effective is offender-reflective 

practice in their own learning      when using 
games to develop positive changes in their social 
communication      skills?. Reflective Practice, 9 
(3), 329-340.

Page, M. (2009) Bringing a lemon to a lifer: turoring in 
prison. Research in Post-       Compulsory  
Education, 14 (2), 142-156.

Prison Education Service (2002). Guidelines for Quality 
Literacy Work in Prisons. Dublin: PES. 

Stephenson, M. (2007). Stories Connect. Changing Lives 
Through Stories. Wales: Bar        None Books.

Swift, G. (2002). The light of day. London: Hamish 
Hamilton.

Trounstine, J., Waxler, R., (Eds) (1999). Changing Lives 
Through Literature. Indiana:         University of 
Notre Dame Press.

Tootoonchi, A. (1993). College education in prisons: The 
inmates’ perspectives.        Federal Probation, 57, 
34–40.

Warner, K. (2007). Against the narrowing of perspectives: 
how do we see learning,        prison and 
prisoners? Journal of Correctional Education, 58 
(2), 170-183.

Wilson, A. (1996).  “Speak Up—I Can’t Write What You’re 
Reading”: The Place        of Literacy in the Prison 
Community.  Journal of Correctional Education, 47 
(2), 94-100. 

ADULT EDUCATION

Kostas Magos presenting his paper during the Conference



434342

REFLECTIONS BEHIND BARS. TL INSIDE THE PRISON

country (England, Norway, Canada)”. One prisoner who did 
not agree with this view and stated: “I will try to stay in 
Greece , otherwise I will go back to Pakistan”, made 
frequent references to information he received from his 
friends who are in other European countries. Typical is the 
following extract from his narrative, as recorded in the 
research log: “I called a friend who  is in Italy and he told 
me . Don’t come. It’s very difficult. There’s no work, 
nothing. In Greece it’s better”.  The issue of residence in 
Greece or moving to another country after completion of 
their sentence is of serious concern and reoccurs with 
great frequency throughout the narratives. The prisoners’ 
opinions are affected by narratives heard both in the 
workshop and at other times in the prison. When the same 
subject is discussed at the last workshop meeting, of the 
eight prisoners, only three persist in the original view of 
moving to another country. The rest are very concerned 
and they seem undecided: 

“I do not know what to do”/ “I'll talk to friends and see”/ “If 
I find a job I will stay in Greece” / “I might go back”

Conclusions
This study sought to investigate whether the involvement 
of prisoners in a storytelling workshop held within a prison 
and designed according to the principles of adult 
education could stimulate a thinking, reflective process in 
the context of transformative learning. It was found that 
the oral narratives of the group members and written 
narratives selected from other storytellers, served as 
disorienting dilemmas which mobilized the thoughts and 
reflections of the prisoners on a range of subjects. The 
themes of the narratives, with a spiral development, were 
their relation to education, their decision about migration, 
their migrant identity, prison identity and finally, their plans 
for the future.  Given the negative relation they had with 
formal education in their home country and their rejection 
of the educational process, their participation in this 
workshop also served as a disorienting dilemma. 
Participating in the workshop, the prisoners realized that 
there may be another approach to education that meets 
their needs and desires and in which they can play an 
active role.
The narratives during the workshop help group members 
to reassess the decision to migrate and to choose a 
migrant identity.  However, they seem mostly to prompt 
reflections on the reasons for continued poverty in their 
country and the large number of immigrants to Europe. 
Along with discussions, the narratives also help develop 
the critical reflection of prisoners and the gradual 
development of an emancipatory perspective. Changes 
occur in the group members’ relation to the prisoner 
identity and the prison routine. The dominant view in 
prison - “the toughest wins " gradually give way to views 

that focus on communication between the prisoners, on 
contemplation and the role of prayer. Finally, changes 
occur during the workshop about the prisoners’ plans after 
their release. Their initial certainty “will go to another 
country” gives way to uncertainties like “do not know”, 
“will see” etc.
Obviously, it cannot be said with certainty that the 
observed changes in the views of the members of the 
group, from its beginning to its completion, are solely as a 
result of the workshop. According to Hopwood (1999) 
narrations and discussions are a key feature of the 
everyday communication of prisoners and therefore 
narrators and listeners are  influenced throughout their 
time in prison.  
However, irrespective of other factors likely to affect the 
prisoners and lead to a transformation of previous 
perceptions, their participation in the workshop was a 
catalyst after being given the opportunity to freely express 
their opinions,  to systematically and repeatedly reflect on 
opinions different from their own, to reassess choices they 
had made in the past and plans made for the future . The 
use of the group workshop as a teaching tool and other 
techniques of adult learning, such as discussion, 
brainstorming and the use of a case study in conjunction 
with the systematic use of narratives were particularly 
helpful for prisoners. These techniques maintained the 
interest of the learners and ensured active participation in 
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particularly important.  Although the creation of a climate 
of communication, cooperation and interaction is a key 
element in any educational activity relating to adults,   
Warner (2007) highlights the critical role of such a climate 
in educational activities in prisons. Given that trust 
between prisoners is not self-evident in prisons, securing a 
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cannot influence the social structures that create 
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so they reconsider the course of their lives and re-evaluate 
the decisions that led to delinquent behavior. The above 
process has the characteristics of a transformational 
journey which according to Warner (2002) should be the 
ultimate goal of any educational activity conducted in a 
prison. At the same time it is a transformative process for 
the teacher/ researcher, as the daily experience of 
teaching in prison apart from the barrage of reflections on 
issues of education and correction, helps them realize and 
feel the importance of personal freedom. As Swift  (2002) 
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PROCESSES OF CHANGE  THROUGH TRANSFORMATIVE SOCIAL JUSTICE EDUCATION

Abstract
This paper discusses phases of change and key process 
factors identified in a seminar on structural inequality and 
diversity, integrating theory with personal reflection, 
dialogue, and action. The phases of change are: emotional 
engagement; overt and covert resistance; emerging 
systemic awareness; inquiry, action and deeper learning; 
and integration and agency.

Introduction
For the past ten years, we have been teaching together in 
a doctoral specialization in Transformative Learning for 
Social justice (TLSJ) at Fielding Graduate University in 
California. The purpose of the specialization is:

to explore the relationship between transformative 
learning and social change for social justice by 
deepening the understanding of the connections 
between personal transformation and societal 
transformation; creating new knowledge that 
challenges and builds on existing knowledge and 
ways of knowing; designing teaching and learning 
content and methods rooted in Freirean, critical, 
and feminist pedagogies; conducting research on 
relevant topics and using methodologies that 
empower both researchers and participants; and 
linking practice with theory to strengthen scholarly 
practice. (FGU, 2014)

With this broad sense of purpose about “what 
transformative learning is for,” we have been involved in an 
ongoing research project exploring the impact and 
transformation process resulting from a particular seminar 
within this specialization titled “Structural Inequality and 
Diversity”, that  blends on-line dialogue with face to face 
introductory and concluding meetings, and integrates 
theory with personal reflection and action.  The intended 
learning outcomes for the course include an awareness of 
how various forms of oppression and inequality function at 
personal, cultural, and institutional levels; student 
development of their own identities and sense of agency in 
relation to these forms of oppression; and the 
identification of steps they can take to work for social 
justice in their own lives. The approach used in the 
seminar integrates principles drawn from Freirian 
education for critical consciousness (Freire, 1998), social 
justice education (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2007), 

transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000); intergroup 
dialogue across difference (Nagda, Gurin, & Lopez, 2003; 
Nagda & Gurin, 2007; Wasserman & Gallegos, 2009) and 
the development of intercultural competence (Landis, 
Bennett, & Bennett, 2003).  

Through this project, we have been developing a model of 
the transformative learning process that our students 
appear to experience. This ongoing research has identified 
clear increases in critical consciousness and agency, and 
five phases of change that students experienced: 
emotional engagement, overt and covert resistance, 
emerging systemic awareness, inquiry and deeper learning, 
and integration and agency (Gallegos and Schapiro, 2008, 
2009). In this paper, we describe this five phase process 
and its relationship to the course design and facilitation.

Teaching in a distributed learning environment, in which 
virtual interaction is supplemented by periodic face to face 
meetings, we have noticed the potential as well as the 
challenges of doing social justice education in this setting. 
Somewhat surprisingly for us, this work appears to lead to 
learning and transformation that are sometimes deeper 
than what we have seen in traditional classroom 
environments.  

The learning and change that students have been 
experiencing are reflected in their own words, expressed 
well through metaphors explaining how their views of the 
world and themselves have been transformed.

It has been a significant step in my personal 
transformation and has sharpened the focus, 
brought images into resolution that I've been 
struggling to examine for quite some time.

Another said: 
taking this class is like swallowing a strange pill 
that awakens you to a new reality. I see a little 
more clearly what the readings refer to as a “matrix 
of domination.”  Instances of racism or an incident 
of prejudice seem easier to see than systems of 
oppression.  What was once hidden has become 
more obvious. 

And a third: 
I have opened a door and as I pass through the 

threshold I have changed and the world is 
different.  It’s like viewing things with a third 
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dimension when I’m used to only seeing two 
dimensions. I am no longer completely blind to the 
systems and structures that prevent people from 
being whole.  This added dimension is ugly to 
witness and experience but at least I am seeing it 
and know that it’s there. 

We can hear in these words an emerging critical systemic 
consciousness. This study was designed to help us 
develop a deeper understanding of the process of 
“conscientization” through which those changes came 
about.
This inquiry is situated within three conversations about 
transformative education for social justice. First of all, we 
agree with those who maintain that transformative learning 
in general and learning for social justice in particular must 
involve the heart as well as the head, the emotions as well 
as the intellect (hooks, 1994; Freire, 1998; Ellsworth, 1998; 
Adams, Bell, and Griffin, 2007; Yorks and Kasl, 2006). 
Most education emphasizes one of these dimensions at 
the expense of the others. Traditional adult education 
courses on social justice are usually primarily theory and 
information based.  Non-formal adult education draws on 
learners’ experiences, past and present, both in and out of 
the group itself, as important resources for learning.  Our 
work attempts to bring together both of these approaches 
(Schapiro, 2003) and to address the many levels at which 
oppression operates.

Second, we believe in the potential power of dialogue 
across difference as a way of opening people’s minds and 
hearts to others’ experiences and to developing critical 
awareness of issues of dominance and subordinance 
related to our various social identities and group 
memberships.  In the growing literature on intergroup 
dialogue, Naga & Gurin (2007) describe this approach as: 

an educational endeavor that brings together 
students from two or more social identity groups 
to build relationships across cultural and power 
differences, to raise consciousness of inequalities, 
to explore the similarities and differences in 
experiences across identity groups, and to 
strengthen individual and collective capacities to 
promote social justice.(p. 35)

We make use of the three approaches that Nagda and 
Gurin describe as “critical analysis and understanding of 
difference and dominance; discursive engagement across 
differences; and sustained and conjoint community 
building and conflict engagement. “(p. 36). In our own 
theory-building in regard to group work and dialogue as 
contexts for transformation (Schapiro, Wasserman, & 
Gallegos, 2012), we argue that such group work must 
engage people on three levels – the intrapersonal, the 
intergroup, and the systemic -  in order to foster the 
changes in consciousness and identity in which we are 
interested.

Third, the Developmental Model  of Intercultural Sensitivity 
(DMIS) ) (Landis, Bennett and Bennett, 2003), which 
d e s c r i b e s m o v e m e n t f ro m e t h n o c e n t r i s m t o 
ethnorelativism, has gained wide usage in diversity work, 
and we value the perspective it offers as a way of 

conceptualizing how people think about and deal with 
cultural difference.  However, we believe that to use it to 
address social justice issues, it should be integrated with 
an understanding of power, social identity, and 
positionality, which is the approach that we take in our 
work. In addition to appreciating cultural differences, 
students must also develop the ability to know where they 
come from, their structural position in a system of racial/
class/gender/etc., privilege and oppression, and why. Only 
in this way can people integrate “relational empathy”(the 
ability to know and feel another’s experience) with 
“structural empathy” (the ability to know and feel AND 
understand the other’s realities in the context of their own 
and the other’s engagement in social structures of 
privilege and oppression).

In our original research project, we asked the following 
questions: (1) How did participants change in regard to: 
their sense of identity as members of various social 
identity groups; their views of various “others”; their 
awareness of the systemic and structural aspects of 
inequality; and their sense of agency in regard to working 
for social justice. (2) How did this learning experience lead 
to those changes? The data, which drew on student 
papers and archives of on-line dialogues, provided 
evidence of deep changes in regard to all four areas of 
change. We focus here on our findings related to the 
change process that has appeared to result from the 
course experience, although evidence of some of the 
outcomes will be clear as we discuss the process of 
change that people seemed to experience
    
The Internal Process of Change
In students’ reflection papers and on-line dialogue, we 
were able to discern the contours of an internal process of 
change in response to this learning experience. While of 
course each student’s process was unique, we identified 
five overlapping phases which most of the students 
seemed to experience.  These phases were not 
necessarily sequential, nor were they purely cognitive, but 
involved and seemed in some ways to be driven by the 
emotions of the experience. In the following section, we 
will describe the experiences that typify each Phase, 
followed by select quotations from students, which 
provide insight into their meaning-making process.

Phase 1: Emotional engagement. 
For most students, their first exposure to the content of 
the seminar evoked a range of challenging emotions such 
as discomfort, pain, dissonance, and confusion.  Getting 
in touch with the emotion in their own stories, the pain in 
others’ stories, and the story-telling process itself brought 
on these reactions.  The intensity continued throughout 
the seminar as students were asked to relate their 
personal experience to the readings.  
As we shifted our lens’ focal point from one ism to 
another, the process was repeated, sometimes 
considering the impact of class, race, gender and the 
intersectionality of these dynamics.   Depending on where 
people already were in regard to a particular ism, the 
impact varied.  Along the way, people sometimes 
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building and conflict engagement. “(p. 36). In our own 
theory-building in regard to group work and dialogue as 
contexts for transformation (Schapiro, Wasserman, & 
Gallegos, 2012), we argue that such group work must 
engage people on three levels – the intrapersonal, the 
intergroup, and the systemic -  in order to foster the 
changes in consciousness and identity in which we are 
interested.

Third, the Developmental Model  of Intercultural Sensitivity 
(DMIS) ) (Landis, Bennett and Bennett, 2003), which 
d e s c r i b e s m o v e m e n t f ro m e t h n o c e n t r i s m t o 
ethnorelativism, has gained wide usage in diversity work, 
and we value the perspective it offers as a way of 

conceptualizing how people think about and deal with 
cultural difference.  However, we believe that to use it to 
address social justice issues, it should be integrated with 
an understanding of power, social identity, and 
positionality, which is the approach that we take in our 
work. In addition to appreciating cultural differences, 
students must also develop the ability to know where they 
come from, their structural position in a system of racial/
class/gender/etc., privilege and oppression, and why. Only 
in this way can people integrate “relational empathy”(the 
ability to know and feel another’s experience) with 
“structural empathy” (the ability to know and feel AND 
understand the other’s realities in the context of their own 
and the other’s engagement in social structures of 
privilege and oppression).

In our original research project, we asked the following 
questions: (1) How did participants change in regard to: 
their sense of identity as members of various social 
identity groups; their views of various “others”; their 
awareness of the systemic and structural aspects of 
inequality; and their sense of agency in regard to working 
for social justice. (2) How did this learning experience lead 
to those changes? The data, which drew on student 
papers and archives of on-line dialogues, provided 
evidence of deep changes in regard to all four areas of 
change. We focus here on our findings related to the 
change process that has appeared to result from the 
course experience, although evidence of some of the 
outcomes will be clear as we discuss the process of 
change that people seemed to experience
    
The Internal Process of Change
In students’ reflection papers and on-line dialogue, we 
were able to discern the contours of an internal process of 
change in response to this learning experience. While of 
course each student’s process was unique, we identified 
five overlapping phases which most of the students 
seemed to experience.  These phases were not 
necessarily sequential, nor were they purely cognitive, but 
involved and seemed in some ways to be driven by the 
emotions of the experience. In the following section, we 
will describe the experiences that typify each Phase, 
followed by select quotations from students, which 
provide insight into their meaning-making process.

Phase 1: Emotional engagement. 
For most students, their first exposure to the content of 
the seminar evoked a range of challenging emotions such 
as discomfort, pain, dissonance, and confusion.  Getting 
in touch with the emotion in their own stories, the pain in 
others’ stories, and the story-telling process itself brought 
on these reactions.  The intensity continued throughout 
the seminar as students were asked to relate their 
personal experience to the readings.  
As we shifted our lens’ focal point from one ism to 
another, the process was repeated, sometimes 
considering the impact of class, race, gender and the 
intersectionality of these dynamics.   Depending on where 
people already were in regard to a particular ism, the 
impact varied.  Along the way, people sometimes 
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A subtle shift is exemplified by the above quotations, one 
in which students are able to recognize the limitations of 
their own personal narratives and reactions and 
acknowledge the larger systemic factors that create 
experiences of disadvantage for some and privilege for 
others.  Broadening their perspectives in this manner is 
one element of critical consciousness and allows deeper 
reflection on how oppression operates systematically and 
often beyond personal awareness.

Others talked about what they learned through the risks of 
taking action. One said:

-How do you “name the elephant” without creating 
an even greater chasm than already exists? This is 
not just an operational question, it becomes a 
moral and ethical one as well both in doing 
something and in doing nothing. And, there are no 
guide books for when, where, how, or exactly with 
whom to begin a discussion….actually stepping 
into the world with those concepts in mind and 
trying to gently – but not too gently – nudge 
change into action is an entirely different and 
much more personally challenging experience.  

Phase 5:  Integration and agency. 
Moving through the pain and discomfort to new levels of 
understanding and awareness seemed to help students 
move from despair to hopefulness through identifying 
possible ways of taking action. As people shifted from 
having a protective shield, to letting the feelings in, there 
seemed to be a need to act in order to somehow resolve 
or assuage those dissonant emotions. 

-This experience…has somehow eased the burden 
of anxiety fueled by a sense of shame, 
helplessness and self-righteousness.  I've begun 
to feel that we have a fair shot at societal 
transformation, the current tone of cultural rhetoric 
notwithstanding.    
-Each day I’ve come to realize that social justice is 
practiced at macro and micro levels and all points 
in between… I feel a sense of hope and freedom 
that was not present earlier.  

Having identified possible courses of action, most of the 
students ended the experience with a commitment to 
being a change agent and/or an ally.

Taking a stand against the persistence of isms 
takes courage and understanding, and it requires 
empathy and knowledge.  More importantly, it 
takes an ability to see.  One must be able to see 
the systems of inequality, the oppression, the isms, 
the hurt, the damage, and the hope for something 
better.  And, one must be willing to act because an 
ability to see is only half the battle.  Action requires 
speaking up, examining oneself, learning from 
others, and advocating for change.    

As I work towards developing a liberatory 
consciousness, I am interested in collaborating 
with allies and creating new and lasting alliances 

against these systems of inequality. I am also 
committed to supporting others in their journeys to 
examine and come to terms with our conditioning 
into oppression, and to help move one another 
into new identities not based on domination, or on 
subordination.

    
The Structure, Process, and Pedagogy of the 
Seminar
The course design leads people through a sequential 
process of focus on multiple levels of system, starting with 
personal refl ection on experience, and building 
interpersonal community and shared purpose.  Our design 
then gradually moves students through the various “isms”, 
emphasizing the depth and breadth and interrelatedness 
of these systems of oppression.  Our goal is to complicate 
and expand their thinking, thereby shifting their habits of 
mind.  Creating cognitive and emotional dissonance and 
disorienting dilemmas, our work invariably leads 
participants to confront their previous frameworks and 
question assumptions.  We found many examples of 
students passing through the crucible of critical 
consciousness, as expressed in the quotations above, 
usually involving emotional vulnerability and reframing.  
The support of the learning group is often a safe incubator 
to raise these questions and gain multiple perspectives in 
a vibrant learning community.  The time invested early on 
to establish the container is critical and creates a valuable 
safety net when the group faces difficult issues or 
conversations.

In some of our iterations of the seminar, the goal of 
challenging minimization and engaging in deeper dialogue 
was supported by our use of the Intercultural 
Development Inventory ( IDI), which was developed by 
Landis e.t.al (2003) as a way to assess people’s level of 
intercultural competence, as noted above. In individual 
meetings and group conference calls, we used their 
scores on the inventory to urge group members to pay 
greater attention to their thoughts, feelings and behavior 
when they encounter differences in order to move beyond 
their collective inclination to emphasize commonalities at 
the expense of their diversity.   This process equipped 
group members with similar foundational concepts and a 
model that served them well in moments where taking 
risks and being authentic were critical to learning.

Student comments and our own observations and 
reflections helped to identify four key elements of the 
experience that had a significant impact on the outcomes 
and internal processes described above.  

Safety and support. The deep and at times challenging 
dialogue in which participants engaged, and the risks they 
took to share their own vulnerabilities and to speak across 
their differences would not have been possible without a 
climate of safety, support and trust. From our past 
experience we knew that creating a safe space to explore 
these issues would be key.  We were challenged by the 
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challenged and confronted each other, which added to the 
experience and demonstrated the comfort and trust they 
felt sharing their different perspectives.

-My stories didn’t come to me quickly.  I wasn’t 
used to situating my experiences in this context.  
Others’ stories helped me recall my own and when 
I finally shared my stories I was surprised by the 
emotional response I had.  Right from the start of 
this seminar I was jolted into thinking and seeing 
differently
-I’m not sure what I expected.  Yet I was surprised 
by the intensity and the range of emotions I feel 
about these issues.  The subject matter of 
structural inequality is not something I ever got 
comfortable with.  Perhaps discomfort is a good 
thing.
- At times, I found the experience disturbing, 
painful, and disorienting as the learning challenged 
my unexamined acceptance of socialized beliefs.” 
“I suspect that part of what has happened in my 
personal transformation is due to dealing with the 
personal and emotional aspects of these issues.

And so they began the exploration of this difficult and 
powerful topic. 

Phase 2:  Overt and Covert Resistance. 
Many of the participants responded to that pain and 
discomfort, with some initial resistance by minimizing, 
becoming defensive, taking things personally or feeling 
immobilized.  From the perspective of the DMIS model, 
the tendency to minimize the impact of our differences is 
the transition point between ethnocentrism and 
ethnorelativity.  Remaining engaged in spite of one’s 
inclination to pull back determines the viability of the 
group process and capacity to engage deeply around 
these issues.  And when the content of these different 
perspectives involves recognizing the dynamics of 
oppression and our own role in those dynamics, the 
impulse to minimize or deny the reality of what we hear is 
even stronger.  From a developmental perspective, 
resisting the cognitive and emotional dissonance that 
recognizing others’ realities can bring can be a way of 
maintaining our equilibrium and our identity. As one white 
male student put it:

 Personally, I have learned that sometimes when I 
encounter something new that I don't understand 
it can tap into my stuff, my old tapes.  When I 
perceive something to be directed at me that I 
don't understand, I can easily interpret that as 
criticism. Then I tend to feel worthless. At first I 
allowed the readings to feed into that feeling of 
being less of a person.  Sometimes I interpreted 
these stories as personal attacks and as criticism.  
I wanted to defend myself, defend white men, and 
even stand up for the founding fathers. 

A more subtle form of resistance was experienced by 
another student who had trouble doing the required writing 
because of the feelings and confusion it was bringing up 
for her – she was immobilized by the pain and confusion.  
This immobilization reaction seems particularly common 

when members of disadvantaged groups are reminded of 
issues and experiences they have intentionally hidden 
from their own awareness.  Excavating those lessons and 
wounds, this internalized oppression, is often a richly 
rewarding but carefully navigated process.  Students are 
encouraged to grow and learn in their own preferred styles 
and present materials to the group in a variety of formats 
and forums.

Phase 3: Emerging Systemic Awareness. 
New concepts and cognitive frameworks helped the 
participants to develop new frames of reference and an 
emerging systemic awareness.  This sort of awareness 
helped to ward off personal blame and guilt, and also 
provide frameworks for making meaning of the pain, and 
take action.  Such awareness also led to a new sense of 
identity in regard to various aspects of their group 
identities. 

-Each episode of cognitive dissonance compelled 
me to face unpleasant truths and to construct new 
beliefs that are aligned with who I am becoming….  
-This seminar has helped me work to surmount a 
deeper level of internalized racism than I was 
aware of. I had recognized the fundamental role it 
had in distorting my sense of self earlier in life but 
had not appreciated how much more self-work I 
needed to do to truly overcome the negative 
messages that still live within me…. 
-I am no longer completely blind to the systems 
and structures that prevent people from being 
whole.  This added dimension is ugly to witness 
and experience but at least I am seeing it and 
know that it’s there.

Phase 4: Inquiry, Action and Deeper learning. 
Settling into this awareness of  various systems of 
oppression, students experienced greater openness, 
vulnerability, ability to ask questions and look for deeper 
answers, - considering how and when to take the risk to 
act, and then learning the lessons of praxis.  The safe 
container of the group seemed to help many students 
move from defensiveness and withdrawal to venture out of 
their comfort zones. Students had this to say:

-With practice, and the patience and support of 
many others, I have developed a willingness to 
accept a level of vulnerability without feeling weak; 
I've been willing to engage in efforts with personal 
risk without fearing a loss of acceptance by my 
colleagues. A commitment has emerged in me that 
will not be easily extinguished. 
-But I don't see [being defensive] as a helpful 
conversation.  I have not been accused or 
attacked, rather the opposite.  This forum was safe 
place to be vulnerable, to explore and question. 
Over the course of our conversations, I was able to 
put those feelings aside.  Now, rather than hearing 
an attack, I hear a sharing of experience; rather 
than hearing criticism, I hear these stories as new 
vital information. 
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A subtle shift is exemplified by the above quotations, one 
in which students are able to recognize the limitations of 
their own personal narratives and reactions and 
acknowledge the larger systemic factors that create 
experiences of disadvantage for some and privilege for 
others.  Broadening their perspectives in this manner is 
one element of critical consciousness and allows deeper 
reflection on how oppression operates systematically and 
often beyond personal awareness.

Others talked about what they learned through the risks of 
taking action. One said:

-How do you “name the elephant” without creating 
an even greater chasm than already exists? This is 
not just an operational question, it becomes a 
moral and ethical one as well both in doing 
something and in doing nothing. And, there are no 
guide books for when, where, how, or exactly with 
whom to begin a discussion….actually stepping 
into the world with those concepts in mind and 
trying to gently – but not too gently – nudge 
change into action is an entirely different and 
much more personally challenging experience.  

Phase 5:  Integration and agency. 
Moving through the pain and discomfort to new levels of 
understanding and awareness seemed to help students 
move from despair to hopefulness through identifying 
possible ways of taking action. As people shifted from 
having a protective shield, to letting the feelings in, there 
seemed to be a need to act in order to somehow resolve 
or assuage those dissonant emotions. 

-This experience…has somehow eased the burden 
of anxiety fueled by a sense of shame, 
helplessness and self-righteousness.  I've begun 
to feel that we have a fair shot at societal 
transformation, the current tone of cultural rhetoric 
notwithstanding.    
-Each day I’ve come to realize that social justice is 
practiced at macro and micro levels and all points 
in between… I feel a sense of hope and freedom 
that was not present earlier.  

Having identified possible courses of action, most of the 
students ended the experience with a commitment to 
being a change agent and/or an ally.

Taking a stand against the persistence of isms 
takes courage and understanding, and it requires 
empathy and knowledge.  More importantly, it 
takes an ability to see.  One must be able to see 
the systems of inequality, the oppression, the isms, 
the hurt, the damage, and the hope for something 
better.  And, one must be willing to act because an 
ability to see is only half the battle.  Action requires 
speaking up, examining oneself, learning from 
others, and advocating for change.    

As I work towards developing a liberatory 
consciousness, I am interested in collaborating 
with allies and creating new and lasting alliances 

against these systems of inequality. I am also 
committed to supporting others in their journeys to 
examine and come to terms with our conditioning 
into oppression, and to help move one another 
into new identities not based on domination, or on 
subordination.

    
The Structure, Process, and Pedagogy of the 
Seminar
The course design leads people through a sequential 
process of focus on multiple levels of system, starting with 
personal refl ection on experience, and building 
interpersonal community and shared purpose.  Our design 
then gradually moves students through the various “isms”, 
emphasizing the depth and breadth and interrelatedness 
of these systems of oppression.  Our goal is to complicate 
and expand their thinking, thereby shifting their habits of 
mind.  Creating cognitive and emotional dissonance and 
disorienting dilemmas, our work invariably leads 
participants to confront their previous frameworks and 
question assumptions.  We found many examples of 
students passing through the crucible of critical 
consciousness, as expressed in the quotations above, 
usually involving emotional vulnerability and reframing.  
The support of the learning group is often a safe incubator 
to raise these questions and gain multiple perspectives in 
a vibrant learning community.  The time invested early on 
to establish the container is critical and creates a valuable 
safety net when the group faces difficult issues or 
conversations.

In some of our iterations of the seminar, the goal of 
challenging minimization and engaging in deeper dialogue 
was supported by our use of the Intercultural 
Development Inventory ( IDI), which was developed by 
Landis e.t.al (2003) as a way to assess people’s level of 
intercultural competence, as noted above. In individual 
meetings and group conference calls, we used their 
scores on the inventory to urge group members to pay 
greater attention to their thoughts, feelings and behavior 
when they encounter differences in order to move beyond 
their collective inclination to emphasize commonalities at 
the expense of their diversity.   This process equipped 
group members with similar foundational concepts and a 
model that served them well in moments where taking 
risks and being authentic were critical to learning.

Student comments and our own observations and 
reflections helped to identify four key elements of the 
experience that had a significant impact on the outcomes 
and internal processes described above.  

Safety and support. The deep and at times challenging 
dialogue in which participants engaged, and the risks they 
took to share their own vulnerabilities and to speak across 
their differences would not have been possible without a 
climate of safety, support and trust. From our past 
experience we knew that creating a safe space to explore 
these issues would be key.  We were challenged by the 

PROCESSES OF CHANGE  THROUGH TRANSFORMATIVE SOCIAL JUSTICE EDUCATION

challenged and confronted each other, which added to the 
experience and demonstrated the comfort and trust they 
felt sharing their different perspectives.

-My stories didn’t come to me quickly.  I wasn’t 
used to situating my experiences in this context.  
Others’ stories helped me recall my own and when 
I finally shared my stories I was surprised by the 
emotional response I had.  Right from the start of 
this seminar I was jolted into thinking and seeing 
differently
-I’m not sure what I expected.  Yet I was surprised 
by the intensity and the range of emotions I feel 
about these issues.  The subject matter of 
structural inequality is not something I ever got 
comfortable with.  Perhaps discomfort is a good 
thing.
- At times, I found the experience disturbing, 
painful, and disorienting as the learning challenged 
my unexamined acceptance of socialized beliefs.” 
“I suspect that part of what has happened in my 
personal transformation is due to dealing with the 
personal and emotional aspects of these issues.

And so they began the exploration of this difficult and 
powerful topic. 

Phase 2:  Overt and Covert Resistance. 
Many of the participants responded to that pain and 
discomfort, with some initial resistance by minimizing, 
becoming defensive, taking things personally or feeling 
immobilized.  From the perspective of the DMIS model, 
the tendency to minimize the impact of our differences is 
the transition point between ethnocentrism and 
ethnorelativity.  Remaining engaged in spite of one’s 
inclination to pull back determines the viability of the 
group process and capacity to engage deeply around 
these issues.  And when the content of these different 
perspectives involves recognizing the dynamics of 
oppression and our own role in those dynamics, the 
impulse to minimize or deny the reality of what we hear is 
even stronger.  From a developmental perspective, 
resisting the cognitive and emotional dissonance that 
recognizing others’ realities can bring can be a way of 
maintaining our equilibrium and our identity. As one white 
male student put it:

 Personally, I have learned that sometimes when I 
encounter something new that I don't understand 
it can tap into my stuff, my old tapes.  When I 
perceive something to be directed at me that I 
don't understand, I can easily interpret that as 
criticism. Then I tend to feel worthless. At first I 
allowed the readings to feed into that feeling of 
being less of a person.  Sometimes I interpreted 
these stories as personal attacks and as criticism.  
I wanted to defend myself, defend white men, and 
even stand up for the founding fathers. 

A more subtle form of resistance was experienced by 
another student who had trouble doing the required writing 
because of the feelings and confusion it was bringing up 
for her – she was immobilized by the pain and confusion.  
This immobilization reaction seems particularly common 

when members of disadvantaged groups are reminded of 
issues and experiences they have intentionally hidden 
from their own awareness.  Excavating those lessons and 
wounds, this internalized oppression, is often a richly 
rewarding but carefully navigated process.  Students are 
encouraged to grow and learn in their own preferred styles 
and present materials to the group in a variety of formats 
and forums.

Phase 3: Emerging Systemic Awareness. 
New concepts and cognitive frameworks helped the 
participants to develop new frames of reference and an 
emerging systemic awareness.  This sort of awareness 
helped to ward off personal blame and guilt, and also 
provide frameworks for making meaning of the pain, and 
take action.  Such awareness also led to a new sense of 
identity in regard to various aspects of their group 
identities. 

-Each episode of cognitive dissonance compelled 
me to face unpleasant truths and to construct new 
beliefs that are aligned with who I am becoming….  
-This seminar has helped me work to surmount a 
deeper level of internalized racism than I was 
aware of. I had recognized the fundamental role it 
had in distorting my sense of self earlier in life but 
had not appreciated how much more self-work I 
needed to do to truly overcome the negative 
messages that still live within me…. 
-I am no longer completely blind to the systems 
and structures that prevent people from being 
whole.  This added dimension is ugly to witness 
and experience but at least I am seeing it and 
know that it’s there.

Phase 4: Inquiry, Action and Deeper learning. 
Settling into this awareness of  various systems of 
oppression, students experienced greater openness, 
vulnerability, ability to ask questions and look for deeper 
answers, - considering how and when to take the risk to 
act, and then learning the lessons of praxis.  The safe 
container of the group seemed to help many students 
move from defensiveness and withdrawal to venture out of 
their comfort zones. Students had this to say:

-With practice, and the patience and support of 
many others, I have developed a willingness to 
accept a level of vulnerability without feeling weak; 
I've been willing to engage in efforts with personal 
risk without fearing a loss of acceptance by my 
colleagues. A commitment has emerged in me that 
will not be easily extinguished. 
-But I don't see [being defensive] as a helpful 
conversation.  I have not been accused or 
attacked, rather the opposite.  This forum was safe 
place to be vulnerable, to explore and question. 
Over the course of our conversations, I was able to 
put those feelings aside.  Now, rather than hearing 
an attack, I hear a sharing of experience; rather 
than hearing criticism, I hear these stories as new 
vital information. 
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ways and reflect on their contributions to these dynamics.  
When incidents of racism, sexism or classism are 
identified among group members, there are joint 
opportunities to use the group as a container to address 
these edges.  The safety that is built at the foundation is 
absolutely necessary for the work of true intercultural 
communication to take place, and with it the development 
of relational and structural empathy.

Conclusion 
The internal phases of change and key process elements 
that we identify above are consistent with Mezirow’s 
theory of transformative learning in regard to disorienting 
dilemmas, questioning assumptions, and reflective 
discourse; with a Freirian approach to dialogue and praxis 
(Freire, 1998); with the literature (Yorks and Kasl 2006) that 

puts more emphasis on the role of emotions in the 
transformation process; with the principles of intergroup 
dialogue  and the transformative power of dialogue across 
difference combined with critical reflection (Nagda & 
Gurin, 2007; Nagda, Gurin, & Lopez, 2003); and with the 
use of the IDI to encourage differentiation (Landis et. al., 
2003).  The more we can understand the internal change 
process that people experience as they develop the 
awareness and agency that enables them to work for 
social justice, the more effective we can be in catalyzing 
that process.  Understanding where people are in their 
identity development and intercultural sensitivity can help 
us to “meet them where they are” and provide the 
appropr ia te b lend o f cha l lenge and suppor t . 
Transformative learning can and must be a tool for helping 
people to develop the knowledge, ski l ls , and 
understandings they need to create a more just world.
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online environment and intentionally enhanced the virtual 
portions of the class with face to face meetings and 
telephone calls.  As we have experimented with different 
combinations of face to face interactions, asynschronous 
on-line conversation, and videoconferencing, we have 
concluded that face to face contact at the start is critical.
Those groups that started with an intensive face to face 
experience allowed them to set norms for themselves and 
build connection.  This seemed essential to their later 
ability to take risks, engage and care about each other.   

Personal stories. The initial feelings of discomfort and 
distress described in the first phase of the process were 
often brought up by getting in touch with the pain and 
confusion in one’s own and others’ stories, both from 
those in the group and from the personal narratives in the 
reading.  As one student said:

I haven’t stopped thinking about how we can be in 
places of dominance and subordinance depending 
upon the situation. This was such a significant 
starting point because it seemed to create a 
platform for us to talk about power and privilege 
based on our own stories… We learned to hear 
others’ stories as a first step to understand. 

The use of dialogic story-telling has been a critical 
component of our work.  There is a way in which the 
stories get to the underlying emotions more directly than 
when analysis and cognition are relied upon exclusively.  It 
is difficult to avoid growing in empathy when one is 
exposed to the life experiences of people directly affected 
by the isms – not ancient history but “in my life, today, 
right now”.  This empathy needs to include personal 
concern for the well-being of others but also systemic 
empathy that incorporates larger structural forces into the 
analysis and helps explain the persistence and power of 
oppression as it operates in society.

  
The nature of the on-line dialogue: The on-line 
environment, in which most of the course interaction took 
place through asynchronous postings, appeared to 
contribute to the depth and intensity of the conversations. 
Significant factors included: the potential safety and 
flexibility of being able to engage at one’s own pace in the 
safety of one’s own space; the ability to take time to reflect 
between responses, which also seemed to minimize 
defensiveness; and the freedom to confront one another 
without having to say something to someone’s face, 
enabling people to take more risks. The asychronicity and 
time for reflection also seemed to mitigate the tendency 
for people to take sides in a conflict.  Within this 
environment, we as facilitators were free to choose when 
and how we wanted to engage in response to the needs of 
the group, intervening, clarifying, challenging and 
modeling our own learning. These attributes of on-line 
dialogue seem to be particularly valuable for multi-issue 
social justice education. In later iterations of the seminar, 
students pointed as well to the impact of our use of the 
Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) as an impetus for 
them to intentionally stay focused on their differences as a 
catalyst for deeper learning and dialogue.  

Providing new conceptual frameworks and models.  As 
evidenced in many of the quotes above, the participants 
used new models and frameworks about the nature of 
oppression to make meaning of their experience, to relieve 
the cognitive and emotional dissonance that arose and 
reach a new equilibrium. Traditional graduate education 
usually provides only this cognitive dimension, and not the 
experiential and personal. Our experience in this seminar 
supports our belief that both the cognitive and affective, 
the theoretical and the personal, are each necessary but 
not sufficient for the sort of transformation that many of 
our students experienced. While personal story-telling and 
written narratives and the emotional engagement and 
disorientation that these can create are a critical part of 
the transformative process, without new frameworks for 
making meanings of these stories and experiences 
students will often minimize what they hear and retreat to 
their former meaning schemes and the equilibrium of the 
status quo.

Praxis – action and reflection.  As students applied their 
learning and stepped out of the course into the world, they 
reflected on that experience, which deepened their 
awareness and developed their sense of agency. One 
student described this experience as follows:

I made the first effort to make a difference and 
thought very long and hard about the potential 
consequences for everyone potentially involved, 
including myself…In addition to my broadened 
awareness, I’ve also begun to learn language to 
talk about social justice and thus be able to better 
take action or speak up.

Role of facilitators/faculty – Self as instrument.  The course 
has been facilitated by the two of us, a Latina and a white 
Jewish man. In our ongoing work in this seminar we 
repeatedly find that our identities matter to how the class 
unfolds.  We see our role in this process as providing an 
initial structure and reading list, creating and holding a 
safe space in which participants could engage in dialogue, 
sharing our own theoretical and personal perspectives, 
and engaging in the dialogue ourselves by posing 
questions and offering feedback. We also model a way of 
engaging with others on these issues that is both 
supportive and challenging. We are able to utilize our own 
diversity to make interventions that are related to our lived 
experiences and social identities.  Our role includes: 
modeling inquiry, supporting students to move beyond 
their comfort zones, tracking levels and depth of 
involvement, intervening strategically at individual and 
group levels, encouraging, confronting, challenging, 
collaborating, modeling our diverse partnership with 
mutual respect and maximization of our differences, 
challenging minimization and supporting differentiation. 

Our authentic engagement with the group speaks 
powerfully to our being present with them as learning 
partners rather than “experts” who have the answers.  We 
often inquire about group patterns to support the group in 
developing its capacity to challenge each other in critical 
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ways and reflect on their contributions to these dynamics.  
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PROCESSES OF CHANGE  THROUGH TRANSFORMATIVE SOCIAL JUSTICE EDUCATION
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Our next Conference: 
The role, nature and difficulties of dialogue in 

transformative learning

Athens, 24-26 June, 2016

Dialogue represents a central element of our network, and 
may also be at the heart of transformative learning 
processes. Dialogue can take many forms: it may lie at the 
core of our formation as human beings, in relation to 
significant others, as well as in our transformations, at 
various stages of our lives. It can be dialogue within, 
perhaps between different aspects of ourselves, and of 
our identities, in processes of self- negotiation/
renegotiation. It can be dialogue with the other: the people 
not like us – in terms of gender, ethnicity, age, education, 
politics or sexual orientation etc. - who may appear 
threatening precisely because of difference; and yet who 
provide potential access to other ways of thinking and 
being in the world that enrich our own repertoire of 
existential possibilities and resources for learning. It could 
be dialogue with theory and/or between different 
theoretical perspectives on transformative learning. It 
could also be a dialogue with a spiritual other or in artistic 
and diverse forms of creative experience like writing where 
we are touched to our core, in relationship and new 
dialogic possibilities. It might be dialogue with characters 
in literature, or in the symbolic order, like a good idea, with 
whom we can identify and which affects us in profound, 
life changing ways. It can be an imaginary dialogue with 
diverse people who inspire us – whether historical and 
inspirational characters, including, perhaps, in our own 
families, as we become more attuned to what has been 
lost, as well as to marginalised others and histories. It can 
be dialogue between theory and praxis, as well as with the 
powerful, who may inhibit who we are and might be; or 
with oppressed people who might teach us more about a 
shared humanity, and of our own vulnerability and 
contingency. Understanding grounded in dialogue, like 
some of the above, could be at the core of diverse 
transformative processes. Paulo Freire placed the 
dialogical at the core of conscientisation and meaningful 
social as well as personal change.

Additionally, Habermas and Mezirow have considered 
dialogue as a basic component of good communication 
and transformative learning.

It may be important to recognise, in bell hooks (1989) 
words: ‘Dialogue implies talk between two subjects, not 
the speech of subject and object. It is a humanising 
s p e e c h , o n e t h a t c h a l l e n g e s a n d r e s i s t s 
domination’ (hooks, 1989: 131). Supposed dialogue can 
be reduced to monologue, to silencing and objectification, 

and this has to be challenged and resisted, as part of 
creating new transformational possibilities in self as well 
as in the wider world. We have to ask ourselves the 
question as to why dialogue is often so difficult, and 
human connections get broken. We might want to explore 
the difficulties of dialogue, and why we may not listen or 
accept another’s point of view. Can there be dialogue with 
the oppressor, the abuser, the racist, or the jihadi, for 
instance? Is dialogue a kind of liberal illusion in a conflict 
ridden andfrequently violent world?

This is why we chose dialogue as our title and the focus of 
our second network conference.

The basic structure of the conference

Pre-conference day (Thursday 23/6)

Meeting of new researchers with senior scholars

Friday 24th to Sunday 26th of June

The activities during the conference will be the following:

• Paper presentations 

• Experiential workshops 

• Symposia 

• Poster exhibition 

• Tour around the city of Athens

•       Discussion panels on specific issues

To see more details and register for the Conference visit 
the website of our Network 

http://esrea-interrogating-tl-processes.com

The proposals for papers, symposia, workshops, 
posters will be blind reviewed by the Scientific 
Committee:

Dr Michel Alhadeff-Jones

Prof. Jerome Eneau

Dr Fergal Finnegan

Prof. Ted Fleming

Prof. Laura Formenti

Prof. Alexis Kokkos

Prof. Thanassis Karalis

Dr. Anna Laros

Dr. Kaisu Malkki

Prof. Dimitris Vergidis

Prof. Linden West

Conference Fees and registration / Conference 
Dinner (in Euros)

EARLY BIRD REGISTRATION (until end of April 2016) 
ESREA members: 130
HAEA members: 130
Non-members: 180

PhD/Research Students: 70 (a limited number of 
bursaries for PhD students will be available by 
ESREA - visit www.esrea.org for more details)

FULL FEE (after 30th April 2016) 

ESREA members: 160
HAEA members: 160 Non-members: 200 PhD/Research 
Students: 80

Conference Dinner: 25
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