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Abstract

The scholarship about transformative learning theonas continued to grow
exponentially, although much of the research isurethnt with a deterministic
emphasis while overlooking the need for more imfuefheoretical analysis.
Explanations for this oversight are numerous, idahg a failure to ground research in
primary sources, an over-reliance on literatureievs of transformative learning, lack
of critique of original research; marginal engagemhén positivist and critical research
paradigms, and a lack of involvement in transfotwetiearning by European adult
education scholars. In order to stimulate theorgtidevelopment, this paper discusses
five specific issues that will hopefully provokettiar discussion and research. They
include the role of experience, empathy, the desirehange, the theory’s inherently
positive orientation, and the need for researcholawmg positivist and critical
approaches.
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Transformative learning theory first emerged on dbhademic landscape over 35 years
ago. Early influences included the work of Kuhrt9§2) on paradigms, Freire’s (1970)
conscientization and Habermas'’s (1971, 1984) dosnaiiearning (Kitchenham, 2008)
followed by much theoretical critique (e.g., Clat%kWilson, 1991; Collard & Law,
1989; Dirkx, Mezirow & Cranton, 2006; Hart, 1990;ekliam, 2004; Newman, 1994,
2012; Tennant, 1993). In addition, research abbattheory has continued to grow
exponentially. A recent search of the term on theQRest Database (a leading
educational database in North America) for pubiiret that included transformative
learning have doubled every five years over theflisen years. In fact, over the last
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five years 119 articles used the term in the atie over 1300 referred to the theory in
the text of the article. Based on this cursory dearwould seem logical that the level
of theoretical analysis would be correspondinglgngicant and many of the most
fundamental questions concerning transformativenieg would have been addressed
or be presently under investigation. Although tfarmaative learning was optimistically
called a “theory in progress” in 2000 (Mezirow & #giates, 2000), recent discussions
note that ‘much of the research is redundant, wistrong deterministic emphasis of
capturing transformative learning experiences apticating transformative learning in
various settings, while overlooking the need forrenan-depth theoretical analysis’
(Cranton & Taylor, 2012, p. 12). The optimism faist theory appears to be growing
thin and researchers seem to be stuck on a trdadepiéating the same research over
and over again, and making less than satisfachagretical progress (Taylor & Snyder,
2012). New approaches to the theory are not adelguaitegrated with previous
approaches (as would be implied by a “theory igpges”) (Cranton & Taylor, 2012).
We have come to the point where scholars are qumsty whether transformative
learning is a useful concept at all (Newman, 20TB)s is not to say there hasn’t been
some effort to analyze transformative learning tiién greater depth (e.g., Newman,
2012; van Woerkom, 2010) but it has been on thegmsrand has not led to an
opportunity to enhance the theory.

Explanations for this oversight are numerous, idiclg a failure to ground research
in primary sources (Mezirow, 1991; Mezirow & Assateis, 2000) and paying attention
to critiques of transformative learning theory (peeviously mentioned). This is
particularly problematic for research outside theddf of adult education involving
transformative learning that has overlooked or ¢ aware of these foundational
sources. In addition, there has been an over-cdiaon literature reviews of
transformative learning by scholars with littleaetfto critique original research both in
establishing a rationale for a study and analyzing relationship to new findings.
Methodological concerns can be raised as well aaddascussed later in this article,
such that most research about transformative leguisi framed in interpretive research
designs, overlooking the advances that could beentadbugh the engagement of
positivist and critical research paradigms.

Furthermore, most research on transformative legrinas taken place among
North American scholars despite its significantotietical grounding in Habermas'’s
work on critical theory and more specifically theedry’s close connection to his three
domains of learning (instrumental, communicatived @amancipatory). This also might
explain the over emphasis of research about indalittansformation and the lack of
significant attention concerning the relationshfgpositionality and non-western ways
of learning and transformative learning (e.g., E8tgik Irving, 2012; Johnson-Bailey,
2012; Ntseane, 2012; Mejiuni, 2012).

Recently Kokkos (2012) conducted a review explorthg degree to which
European adult educators incorporate transformdaaening as a framework in the
development of their research. He concluded:

that the theory of transformative learning does rate concrete roots in the conceptual
formation of the European adult educators ... mosirkjv... mainly build on European
theoretical paradigms and the authors do not se@dkd to place their work within the
relatively new theory of transformative learningay. (Kokkos, 2012, p. 297)

This is unfortunate; particularly considering thBtropean adult educators’ rich
scholarship focuses on the social and critical dsians of adult learning (Bourdieu,
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Foucault, llleris, Mayo), and would have much tdeofthe study of transformative
learning theory.

In response to some of these concerns, stagnatoh lack of theoretical
development in transformative learning theory waree five specific issues that will
hopefully provoke further discussion and reseakath of these issues emerges out of
conference discussions, research studies, anctreariiiques that have not been well
addressed in the literature so far. Rather thaosiog on familiar themes such as the
importance of critical reflection or the issue obcwl change in relation to
transformative learning we chose issues that wenete provocative—issues that have
the potential to renew the energy that the fieldently needs.

Three of the issues we selected focus on centrateects within transformative
learning—constructs that are ever present butya®tonstructed or explored in depth.
These are experience, empathy, and desire to chaigeall write about “making
meaning out of experience”, and use the concepxpérience as the foundation for
understanding transformative learning, but rarelyn@ explore what it is that we mean
by experience. Similarly, empathy seems to be asssry component of fostering
transformative learning, but again, it has not besimined in depth. Desire to change
refers to that step that individuals must take twenfrom reflection to transformation.

The fourth issue focuses on a question that isnaféesed about transformation
concerning its inherently positive orientation amatcome. Why is that the case and
how is it significant to transformative learningetry? The fifth issue we chose to
address is methodological and we call into quedtienover reliance on an interpretive
research approach to transformative learning amd ribed for research involving
positivist and critical approaches. We hope that guplishing this article in an
international adult education journal that it isadepredominantly by our European
colleagues, we might encourage them to bring #ageertise to the table around a topic
that we believe is significant to the study of adiedrning.

Experience

A concept that is most central to transformatiaéng and adult learning in general is
experience. It is experience, particularly priopesence (that happened in one’s past),
that is the primary medium of a transformation, &nd the revision of the meaning of
experience that is the essence of learning. ‘Legrig understood as the process of
using a prior interpretation to construe a newemiged interpretation of the meaning of
one’s experience in order to guide future actidviegirow, 1996, p. 162). It is also
experience that forms the basis for habitual extiects (ideologies, beliefs, values),
creating the lens from which learners perceivegrpret and make meaning of their
world (Mezirow, 1991). As the core substance ofrangformation, in concert with
dialogue (self and with others) and self-reflectiexperience, ‘constitutes a starting
point for discourse leading to critical examinatiasf normative assumptions
underpinning the learner’'s ... value judgments omraiive expectations’ (Mezirow,
2000, p. 31). Despite the centrality of experiettcgansformative learning theory, as a
construct it is rarely defined or critically exarathin research about transformative
learning. Questions are raised, such as: What itatest an experience (which should
lend insight into what is not an experience)? Wiges meaning to an experience?
What distinguishes a transformative experience fotimer types of experiences?
Turning to scholars who have grappled with this starct, Dewey (1981), for
example, used experience ‘to designate, in a sugnfi@hion, all that is distinctly
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human’ (p. 331). Similarly, Lindeman (1961, p. Bferred to ‘experience as adult
learner’s living textbook.” Essentially experieniseeverything that has happened to a
learner between birth and death. Jarvis (2005) rapeeifically defines experience as
‘the process of creating an understanding of ocegron of a situation, which often
appears to be a direct participation in an eveamd ‘the accumulation of previous
experiences, both conscious and unconscious, anetish the mind’ (p. 72). However,
MacKeracher (2012) sees a need to distinguish eques ‘that our minds have made
sense of and given meaning to from those that lahgunattended and senseless in our
unconscious mind .... waiting for my further attenti¢p. 343). She further identifies
two types of experiences: those that individualpegience directly (for example, an
automobile accident) and those imposed throughumalltand social heritage (for
example, hearing about the Depression from ournps)xe Fenwick offers a more
encompassing perspective where ‘experience embrduesreflective as well as
kinesthetic activity, conscious and unconsciousadyic, and all manner of interactions
among subjects, texts, and contexts’ (Fenwick, 2p0@44-245). These definitions as
well as Mezirow’s conception of experience seenmply that what is an experience,
and what gives meaning to an experience, residé®eimdividual, similar to Dewey’s
(1981) lament when he wrote: ‘in the sense of tlsgcpological ... which is
intrinsically psychical, mental, [and] private’ (p62).

This psychological orientation is also the basisnmaich of the research about
transformative learning theory (Taylor, 1997, 200¥)s reflected in the exploration of
significant prior experiences, the impact of mareniediate experiences (individual and
group) created in the classroom designed to faségrsformative learning, and the
degree of experience and its relationship to t@ansdtive learning. This approach of
analyzing experience as an individual endeavoresas number of concerns about
understanding experience as a construct. One, siinass that experience can be
interpreted by an individual unproblematically, deeking the non-unitary and
fragmented nature of the self and that individuaeén hold both multiple and
contradictory perspectives of an experience simabtasly (Kilgore & Bloom, 2002;
Merriam & Kim, 2012). Second, through an over-netie@ on retrospective interviews,
research on transformative learning has attemptedift “experience” from the
individual in totality, frozen in time and spaceigbed of context (both the original
context where the experience was generated andathiext where the experience is
being recalled) which as argued by some includes wbry mediating structures
(cultural, historical, social) that give meaning tttat experience (Clark & Wilson,
1991). A good example of the impact of contextt jpasl present, is found in a series of
longitudinal studies of how HIV-positive adults neakmeaning of their lives
(Courtenay, Merriam & Reeves, 1998; Courtenay, Merr Reeves & Baumgartner,
2000; Baumgartner, 2002). The challenge facingettstadies involving HIV positive
participants, who over time, transformed their vieithemselves (e.g. coming to terms
with the illness, developing confidence, helping tithers), is how to account for the
change in society over the same period (greaterante towards HIV positive
individuals, improvement in medical treatment) ahdw this contributed the
interpretation of experience—transformation (TayR907).

Not only is the interpretation of an experience raed by context, but also the
personal and historical context is significant tee tevolution and outcome of a
transformative experience. For example, in a resandy, Nohl (2009) identified the
importance of “social recognition"—the recognitionf acknowledgement and
appreciation as critical for transformative leaghito take place. This study raises the
question and helps better define what is a “transétive experience”, such that: Can
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any experience be a transformative experience siitlés recognized by others, both by
acknowledgement and/or change in behavior in respoto the individual's
transformation? In other words, can a transforneagxperience occur without the
recognition of others?

For future research on transformative experienteés,imperative that researchers
recognize the dialectical nature of experience @rtext—it is a reciprocal process of
the sociocultural and historical setting, othersi{@l recognition, relationships) and the
personal interpretation of change. This means tha¢én exploring transformative
experiences, it needs to be understood in the xpb(g&ploring mediating factors) in
which it unfolded originally, and how context in iwh the experience is being recalled
shapes the telling of the experience. In summaxperence is described in some
interesting ways that can help us focus researdtiteory development:

» Past experience that shapes who we are and ouringeperspectives and
habits of mind

e Cultural experience and/or social/historical expece that may be
unarticulated but still shapes the meaning of Etypes

» Contextual experience, related to organizationskplace, and the nature of a
job

» Discrepant experiences that contradict our pastauidiral experiences that
lead to reflection

Empathy

Historically, three constructs have been seen adraieto transformative learning
theory, critical reflection, dialogue, and expeden(Mezirow, 1991). Learners’
experience, as previously discussed, is seen aallgamnstructed, as constituting the
starting point for dialogue, as the essential mmdibrough which a transformation is
promoted and developed, and as leading to critefféction where learners question
‘the integrity of deeply held assumptions and biglesed on prior experience’ (Taylor,
2009, p. 7). Missing in this tripartite of core geoments of transformative learning
theory is “empathy” which typically is seen as tality to ‘subjectively experience
and share in another psychological state or intriieelings’ (Morse, Anderson,
Bottoroff, Yonge, O’Brien, Solberg & Mcllveen, 1992. 274). As a construct, empathy
has been mentioned in the literature as signifitattansformative learning, although it
is rarely defined or discussed in much depth, palrly in its relationship to the central
constructs of transformative learning (Gum, Greknki Dix, 2011; Stevens-Long,
Schapiro & McClintock, 2012; Taylor, 2007, 1997;INgj 2012). An example of how
empathy is generally referred to is seen in arclarby Mezirow where he embeds the
term in a list of other facets important to tramsfative learning. Here he discusses its
significance when participating in critical-dialeetl discourse of ‘having an open mind,
learning to listen empathetically, “bracketing” judgment, and seeking common
ground’ (Mezirow, 2003, p. 60).

Helping raise the import of empathy has been thegeition of the significance of
emotions to transformative learning (Stevens-Ld&hapiro & McClintock, 2012; van
Woerkom, 2008, 2010), particularly in relationship critical reflection. However,
despite this foregrounding of emotions, scholargehaverlooked the role empathy
plays in engaging the emotive nature of transfoireakearning. It is empathy that:
provides the learner with the ability to identifytlvthe perspectives of others; lessens
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the likelihood of prejudgment; increases the opputy for identifying shared
understanding; and facilitates critical reflectidhrough the emotive valence of
assumptions. It is likely that a major outcome gfemspective transformation involves
an increase in empathy towards others (Gravett4;20acLeod, Parkin, Pullon &
Robertson, 2003). To better understand the sigmtie of empathy in relationships
requires exploring empathy in more depth and reizagp its relationship to the
growing research and theoretical discussion omdleeof emotions and its relationships
to fostering transformative learning.

Empathy has its origin in the German term ‘Einfluwhich means ‘feeling within’
and is associated with two Greek roas) and pathos (feeling into) (Mercer &
Reynolds, 2002, p. S9). However, the term has edblbeyond its narrow and
particularistic nature of experiencing the feelirajsothers, to a much more complex
construct. A discipline that has given consideraditention to empathy is the field of
nursing, where some scholars see it as an inhdreman quality encompassing
additional components, beyond just the emotiveluding, moral, cognitive, and
behavioral aspects (Kunyk & Olson, 2001; Morse kt #992). Building on the
humanistic work of Rogers (1962) and others, empahseen as motivated by an
“internal altruistic force” based on an uncondiibacceptance of others, ‘a belief in the
universality of the humans needs and sense ofailigto assist others’ (Rogers, 1962,
p. 274). Cognitively, empathy is an intellectuallisfb used to comprehend another’s
perspective, mental state (Bailey, Henry & von Hip2008), inclusive of ‘reasoning,
analyzing, and critical thinking about another indual’s behavior’ (Morse et al., 1992,
p. 275). Behaviorally, empathy is seen as thetglih communicate with others, both
verbally and nonverbally, demonstrating concern amtlerstanding. This more
comprehensive understanding of empathy providesbmds for demonstrating its
inherent relationship to emotions and transforngatiwarning theory. As previously
discussed, emotions are significant to learningytliocus attention and provide
guidance and motivation for action. Emotions alse mherently linked to critical
reflection, because ‘purely objective reasoninghcametermine what to notice, what to
attend to, and what to inquire about’ (van Woerk@®10, p. 248). However, despite
the significance of emotions, they require self4mmass and management by the
learner, to make the most of them in the proceskaing. It is in the context of
dialogue, critical reflection, and experience tthag role of empathy comes to life. It is
empathy that provides the motivation (altruistitenest) to “listen” to others; the means
to better understand the perspective of anotheraveareness of their feelings and
understanding of their mental state, and the gbtlit accurately demonstrate that
understanding.

Research is needed to better understand how empastgrs transformative
learning, such as by teachers who engage in tratigeaof transformative learning in
their classroom. It means asking: Are emphatic heesc more effective at fostering
transformative learning and if so how? What is tledationship between critical
reflection and empathy in transformative learnifyies transformation lead to greater
empathy?

Inherently good transformation
Surprisingly, little is written in the transformea#i learning literature about either the

inherent goodness of the outcomes of transformd@aening or the often-painful
process of moving toward those outcomes. In anadyztreire’s (1970) writing,
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Baptiste (2008) questions Freire’s notion that isigars always ethically superior to
coercion, and the idea that freedom is an ‘ungedlifjood’ (Baptiste, 2008, p. 10).
Baptiste goes on to say that this concept of thgualified goodness of freedom is
based on two assumptions: ‘that voluntarily chgsa&ths are never harmful, and that the
benefits derived from voluntarily chosen paths gisvautweigh the injuries inflicted by
more coercive alternatives’ (Baptiste, 2008, p. df) that neither assumption is valid.
In other words, Baptiste is critically questioniwat he calls the “romantic notion” of
freedom from constraints, a notion which is a pssnuf transformative learning theory.

Naughton and Schied (2010, 2012) also call intostjoe the inherently good
nature of transformative learning. They are intex@dgn ‘learning trajectories which
frequently lie outside of what is right, good arehbtiful but are nonetheless animated
by new insights and negotiation of one’s own pugsosvalues, beliefs, feelings,
dispositions and judgments’ (Naughton & Shied, 204.0338). They challenge the
discourse on transformative learning theory—whetsea process or an outcome—that
delimits transformation to a direction of positigewth.

Critical questioning is a central component in sfanmative learning theory, but
this process is not usually turned onto the thétself. There are negative components
to the theory (for example, emotional upheavaljshaand guilt), but the outcome is
always “good”’—more open, more permeable, betterfied (Mezirow & Associates,
2000). A closer look at the foundations of transfative learning theory sheds some
light on this.

Transformative learning theory is founded on botimhnist and constructivist
assumptions. From a psychological perspective, hisma presupposes that human
nature is intrinsically good and that humans aee fand autonomous beings. The
emphasis is on the self; the self has the potefdgragrowth, development, and self-
actualization, which, in turn contributes to theodmf humanity in general (Merriam &
Brocket, 1997). Constructivism comes from the woflkPiaget (1952), Dewey (1938)
and others. In adult education, Candy’s (1991) naautk work on self-directed learning
is written from a constructivist perspective. Getlgr constructivism describes learning
as a process of creating meaning from experienoeetwer, there are a variety of
strands that make up this broad perspective, inuud distinction between individual
construction of meaning and social constructionm&faning. The former focuses on
learners developing perspectives that help themtdadaand understand experience; the
latter is based on dialogue from which people letlm culturally shared ways of
understanding the world (Vygotsky, 1978). Both hammm and constructivism reflect
Western and particularly North American values dsliefs—anyone can achieve
anything, anyone can and should have the oppoytdoit freedom and happiness, if
only they work hard enough to overcome all obstacle

In transformative learning theory, we can see hiegvliumanist and constructivist
perspectives have led to the perpetuation of théeliently good” notion. Mezirow
writes:

Transformative learning is learning that transfoprsblematic frames of reference—sets
of fixed assumptions and expectations (habits ofdmineaning perspectives, mindsets)—
to make them more inclusive, discriminating, opeailective, and emotionally able to
change. Such frames of reference are better th@rsobecause they are more likely to
generate beliefs and opinions that will prove mtree or justified to guide action.
(Mezirow, 2003, pp. 58-59)

By definition, then, transformative learning is sé¢e be good. Although this definition
may be culturally bound, most agree that being fdpand “better justified” (for
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example) are good things to be. In some cultutt@s, is not the case; but even so,
people from “closed” cultures seem to work towapgmness in some way. It raises the
guestion—is openness a universal “good”?

Before we go on, we need to differentiate betwdenautcomes of transformative
learning and the process of transformative learg@rgnton, Stuckey & Taylor, 2012).
The outcomes of transformative learning are listedMezirow’s definition; most
theorists do not argue with these outcomes, thabgh do see that there are different
ways of getting to them. In the first comprehenstescription of transformative
learning theory the central process of transforveatearning was the uncovering of
distorted assumptions—assumptions about the reaggmnocess, about the nature and
use of knowledge, about social norms and the way use language, about
psychological premises that cause us pain (Mezird®91). The phases of
transformation involve pain, discontent, guilt agkdame. The event or events that
precipitate transformative learning are often tratiom Cranton, Stuckey and Taylor
(2012) found that among the most common life-chag@vents were: death of a loved
one or loved ones, life threatening illness (selioved one), divorce or separation, loss
of a job, and living outside one’s country or cudtuSo, the outcomes of transformative
learning are described in positive terms, and Hib for getting there can be painful.

Theorists working with transformative learning ofteritically question the
strategies used to foster transformative learning #he ethics of asking learners to
examine their assumptions (e.g., Ettling, 2012hifinitial presentation of the theory,
Mezirow (1991) also raises this ethical dilemmam8dheorists (e.g., Brookfield, 2000;
Newman, 2012) question the validity of transformatilearning itself. Brookfield
argues that the phrase is overused to the poimawihg no meaning, and Newman says
that fostering transformative learning is no mdnant “good teaching”. But none of
these points of view examine the premise that toamstive learning is inherently
good. Since transformative learning is about exargitthe premises that underlie our
thinking and behavior, it seems paradoxical thetisformative learning theorists do not
turn that critical eye onto their own work. Perhapss time that we engage in a
discussion of that nature.

Desire to change

The assumption is generally made that individualsnot be forced to transform, but
rather that people need to be willing and able rigage in activities that have the
potential to lead them to shifts in perspectiveszivbw (2012) is careful to distinguish
between indoctrination, for example, and transfdaivealearning. Those who write
about ethical issues in transformative learningrigeaways mention the care that a
practitioner must take in helping learners questiogir values and beliefs (Ettling,
2006). Cultural suicide (Brookfield, 1995) can rédtom people moving away from
their communities and cultures through transformgatearning. We see examples of
this in the film, Educating Ritaand the novelElla Price’s Journal (Byrant, 1972),
along with the conceptual literature on transfoiagatearning.

The idea that there needs to be a desire to leamwallingness to learn raises
several interesting issues for theory, practicel essearch related to transformative
learning. Although the assumption is generally m#usg transformative learning is
voluntary and individuals need to be open and mgllio engage in the process, this is
not clearly addressed in the theoretical descmgtiof transformative learning. Mezirow
(2012) says that the goal of adult education ithédp adults realize their potential for
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becoming more liberated, socially responsible artdreomous learners’ (p. 92) and that
adult educators ‘actively strive to extend and éigaahe opportunities for them to do
so’ (p. 92). Adult educators are not neutral omediree; they are activists who work
toward freer participation in discourse and demograret, they can only set up
situations in which the potential for transformatiearning exists and, it seems, hope
for the best. This is an issue to which theoribtsutd pay attention.

Surprisingly, this is an area that has been rareljyded in the empirical research
on transformative learning. Although some reseascheoncern themselves with
“readiness to learn” and the stages of readinésgiure, especially in the research
coming from health professional education, thia more mechanical, staged, and linear
process than is the concept of “desire to charlged.recent study, Hoggan and Cranton
(in press) studied the role of fiction in promotitrgnsformative learning in higher
education settings. Participants were 131 undeugttadand graduate students from two
universities in the United States. Participants’ittem reflections were collected
following a learning activity in which they readshort story that exposed them to
alternative perspectives and discussed their wrectiFifty-five of the participants
experienced a “desire to change” following thisiaist (this was one of five major
themes in the results). Considerable research }emired the process of engaging in
transformative learning, but little is known abavitat brings learners to the “edge” of
the learning, or if they need to be already at dugfe before learning will occur.

Those writing about teaching for transformation, tbe practice of engaging
learners in transformative experiences also tendetglect this beginning stage of the
process. In Mezirow and Taylor’'s (2009) edited Heoak on transformative learning in
practice, there is an admirable collection of pcast in a variety of contexts (for
example, higher education, the workplace, onlingrees, adult basic education) using a
variety of strategies (for example, arts-basedviiets, mentoring, dialogic teaching,
storytelling, and collaborative inquiry), but agathere is little mention about what
comes just before the engagement begins. Weimet2]2@sks some important
questions about transformative learning in practitm example: ‘Can learning
experiences be designed so that transformativaitgahappens more regularly? What
sequence of activities best transforms dependantédes into independent learners?’ (p.
439). These are the kinds of things that all ptiacters would like to know, along with
the more fundamental question of what brings learteea position where they are open
to engagement in such learning experiences andtaedi

Motivation is a construct that appears to have ghtential to contribute to an
understanding of these issues. It is a broad hytictdi concept — invented to explain a
wide variety of behaviors including persistencéeméon, and a readiness or desire for
learning (Wlodkowski, 2005). It can be extrinsich@n people engage in an activity for
an external reward such as a grade or a salargase) or intrinsic (when the behavior
itself is satisfying). However, it is the latter ware interested in here, and the
explanation is not only not very convincing, butlttes not seem to address the question
of what leads people to the desire to change. Berihés Habermas’s (1971) concept of
emancipatory human interests (one of three basitahunterests) that is more relevant.
Early on, Mezirow (1981) emphasized that emanciyaiaterests are those that lead
people to want to become free from forces thattlthmeir options and their control over
their lives, or, in other words, gaining freedoronfr self-imposed constraints through
ideology critique. That is, if we follow Habermaq$971) thinking, perhaps it is a
fundamental human characteristic to want to beffi@a constraints.
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Methodology

A final issue of transformative learning theory cems its stagnation and lack of
theoretical progression. As previously discussedthe introduction, the theory

hascurled into itself—not evolving due to a lackomigoing theoretical analysis. This
stagnation is the result of several phenomenorndusion about research paradigms,
an overreliance on a research methodology in wigahicipants are interviewed

retrospectively and a thematic inductive analysisanducted, the misinterpretation of
kinds of data as research paradigms, the reliancesexondary sources and the
subsequent narrowing of the field, and, at the stame, the expansion of theory into a
number of directions with little attention beingighéo how the expansion contributes to
previous works.

The typical methodology in research on transformeakearning falls into the basic
interpretive  methodology; that is, the researcheterviews a small number of
individuals in a specific context or related toedfic issue (retrospectively), does a
thematic analysis of the interview data, and report four or five themes that appear in
the data. This is fine, of course, and it has dbuated to our understanding of the
process of transformative learning, but it has cama point where we are no longer
learning anything new. Yet, study after study faléothis model. There are no (or few)
longitudinal studies, studies done in the time wttentransformative learning occurs,
studies that are in the positivistic paradigm,parhaps most importantly, studies that
are in the critical paradigm (for example, partitgry action research).

Looking at the nature of research paradigms isfhlelp understanding what has
happened here. Empiricism is based on observatodsexperimentation; with the
assumption being made that human behavior candweedi and described objectively
(Glesne, 2011). When theorists began to realizeé the application of objective
scientific methods was not leading to the correctaf social ills, transformative
learning was in its formative years. In the intetpre paradigm, the purpose of research
Is to understand human behavior from the perspedaivindividuals. Reality is not
objective, but rather it is subjective; realitysiscially constructed (Glesne, 2011). As is
now the case in transformative learning researatg @ usually qualitative—based on
interviews, observations, or stories.

The critical paradigm in educational research isamecent. As is the case with the
interpretive paradigm, the critical paradigm wasreaction to positivism. In the
interpretive paradigm, researchers ask, “what st in the critical paradigm,
researchers ask, “what could or should be”. Ctitiesearchers challenge the status quo,
question social norms, and look for ways to imprpvactice through action and the
involvement of those people who are affected by gheation being investigated
(Merriam & Simpson, 2000).

As can be seen in the discussion of these threadigans, subjectivity and
objectivity are central in understanding differapiproaches to research. The positivist
paradigm assumes that objectivity is possible asdsumethods based on that
assumption. The interpretive paradigm assumeskii@avledge is socially constructed
and, therefore, subjective. The critical paradigso assumes subjective knowledge, but
it takes this one step further to assume thatqipaints are co-researchers. That is, they
not only construct knowledge but they engage in thwlerstanding of others’
knowledge construction.

There is an unfortunate tendency in transformakdagning research (and adult
education research in general) to confuse kindglath with research paradigms.
Qualitative and quantitative data do not descriqgedigm; they describe a kind of
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data. Paradigms are worldviews, or least broadopetives on the meaning of research,
including the assumptions underlying the reseaa,outlined above. Generally,

guantitative data is associated with the posiiwigtsearch paradigm, but not always,
and generally qualitative research is associated thie interpretive paradigm, but not
always. The critical paradigm often includes aefgrof kinds of data.

Transformative learning research no longer trams$oitself. A few scholars in the
field have conducted reviews of the literature mngformative learning theory (e.qg.,
Taylor & Snyder, 2012) or have written about transfative learning in the context of
a general review of learning in adult educationg.(e.Merriam, Caffarella &
Baumgartner, 2007). Other researchers then utiigse reviews as a way of setting up
their own research, rather than consulting the annsources. One example of this is
the way that Mezirow has been consistently critthf@ not paying any attention to
social context in the development of his theorytakes only a quick reading of
Mezirow’s (1975, 1978) original report to see thatpays close attention to the social
context, including the feminist movement at thedirMezirow also clearly states that
he is an educator, not a politician or a sociahgesagent.

The problem with this is that an elite few scholaave the power of determining
the future of the field, if it is only secondaryusces that new researchers consult. This
sets boundaries around the study of transformégaming that are not only unhelpful,
but are strangling the progress of the theory.

Summary

We selected five somewhat neglected but provocasisges related to transformative
learning theory development and research to dis¢nssrder to rejuvenate the field of
transformative learning, rather than simply obsétvelemise, we encourage scholars to
think in new ways about the directions we can mav&Ve asked: What is the nature of
experience? How does experience unfold in the ®ord€ transformative learning?
How can we describe people’s experiences? How aaroster new experiences that
have the potential to lead to transformative lesgfli

Similarly, empathy, the ability to subjectively exgence and share in another
person’s psychological state or intrinsic feelinggjrely is a key to fostering
transformative learning that has been neglectedhdans asking: How do educators
establish empathic relationships with learners? ldovlearners see the role of empathy
(from educators, but perhaps more importantly frothers) in their transformative
learning experience?

In the various descriptions of how people engageansformative learning, there
is also an ignored gap between a disorienting eaeat revising a perspective, or
perhaps between engaging in critical reflection aewsing a perspective. We have
labeled this as a “desire to change”, but we neeelxplore this in much more detail.
Why do some people revise their perspectives amer®hot? Is it a characteristic of the
person? A characteristic of the event? Or whergénson is in his or her life?

In almost all of the literature, transformativeri@ag is assumed to be inherently
good. This is an assumption that needs to be ewmimransformative learning
theorists need to turn a critical eye to their cagsumptions. How do we explain the
experiences that otherwise resemble transformatearning but have negative
consequences? If transformative learning can bativeg how can we deal with the
ethical issues of fostering it?
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Research methodologies in the field of transformeatearning have settled into a
routine where people conduct retrospective inteygien an interpretive paradigm and
do thematic analyses of those interviews. Therenaaay innovative and interesting
methodologies that could be applied to researcloun field: arts-based research,
narrative inquiry, action research, and participatction research. How can we expand
the way we do research on transformative learn@a? positivistic paradigms provide
us with another perspective?

We encourage readers to consider these questionamgnother questions that fall
outside of what has become the traditional appresth understanding transformative
learning. We need to go back to a “theory in pregte
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