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TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING STRATEGIES IN TEACHING ADULTS FOREIGN LANGUAGES

The article is devoted to the theory of transformative learning in regard to teaching adults foreign languages and within the
framework of continuing education under modern conditions. It is stated that transformative learning theory considers the process
of “perspective transformation” as having three dimensions: psychological (changes in understanding of the self), convictional
(revision of belief systems), and behavioral (changes in lifestyle). Transformative learning refers to those learning experiences that
cause a shift in an individual’s perspective. The main concepts and strategies of transformative learning are discussed; the notions
of heutagogy and personalization are outlined. It was found that heutagogy is most commonly understood as the strategy of self-de-
termined learning, while personalization in the context of transformative learning is seen as applying di erent approaches to dif-
ferent learners depending on their strengths and interests while achieving a common goal. The conditions of cognitive perspective
transformation are described. The ways of fostering transformative learning, such as relationships, critical re ection, direct and
active experience, discourse, and their possible implementation in teaching adults foreign languages are proposed including spe-
ci c techniques and methods. The article considers the roles of educator, which is considered as a “delicate mediator”, and student
as a socially active critical agent of the learning process and the essence of knowledge and its achievement from the point of view
of transformative learning. It is argued that knowledge is in deep connections with social, cultural, historical and psychological
context; the learners achieve a self-developing system and are engaged in social and intellectual interaction.
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In modern conditions continuing education becomes a necessary self-development tool, career building instru-

ment, and a philosophy. In our rapidly developing globalized world it even becomes a factor of professional sur-
vival. It goes out of saying that speaking foreign languages for professionals of any domain is a prerequisite.

Teaching adults foreign languages can become a challenging experience for any teacher as this ¿eld is still
understudied, it has not well-established methodological base. The objective of this work is to consider the theory
of transformative learning and its strategies in view of their application in teaching adults foreign languages.

Transformative or transformational learning is now one of the dominant theories in the world of adult learning
even though it was introduced decades ago. Jack Mezirow’s empirical work in the 70s and his major theoretical
statement in 1981showed great promise for creating a critical theory of adult learning: “This article represents the
beginnings of a critical theory of adult learning” [6, p. 3], which he argued would provide “the foundation for for-
mulating a comprehensive theory of adult education” [6, p. 16]. Mezirow was the ¿rst in American adult education
to use the critical theories of Jurgen Habermas and Paulo Freire [1] to promote critical reÀection as central to trans-
forming our learning from experience. Mezirow’s thinking provided a signi¿cant challenge to academic orthodoxy
by making the central task of adult education the critique of assumptions through critically reÀective learning. His
theoretical proposals, at the time tagged to andragogy, actually initiated a series of attacks on the “andragogical
consensus”. Since then, critical theory (that of Mezirow and others) has contributed to revealing and widening
the gap between the neutered and neutralizing professionalization of academic adult education represented by the
andragogical consensus and the more serious questions that began appearing in the 70s about what the real purpose
of adult education should be.

Transformative learning theory says that the process of “perspective transformation” has three dimensions: psy-
chological (changes in understanding of the self), convictional (revision of belief systems), and behavioral (changes
in lifestyle). Transformative learning refers to those learning experiences that cause a shift in an individual’s per-
spective. It is based on the idea that learning is “the process of making a new or revised interpretation of the meaning
of an experience” [7, p. 90]. This happens when adult learners change their assumptions or expectations. What often
follows is a change in their frame of reference for interpretation and understanding. Often transformative learning
is a result of a life change, occurrence of a complex problem or dilemma, dramatic events. A perspective transfor-
mation leading to transformative learning, however, occurs much less frequently. Mezirow believes that this less
frequent transformation usually results from a “disorienting dilemma”, which is triggered by a life crisis or major
life transition, although it may also result from an accumulation of transformations in meaning schemes over a
period of time. The perspective is explained by Mezirow as follows: 1) disorienting dilemma; 2) self-examination;
3) sense of alienation; 4) relating discontent to others; 5) explaining options of new behavior; 6) building con¿dence
in new ways; 7) planning a course of action; 8) knowledge to implement plans; 9) experimenting with new roles;
10) reintegration [6].

One of the most essential features of transformative learning is the role of learners. They must create norms
within the classroom that include civility, respect, and responsibility for helping one another learn. Learners must
welcome diversity within the learning environment and aim for peer collaboration. Learners must become critical
of their own assumptions in order to transform their unquestioned frame of reference. Through communicative
learning, learners must work towards critically reÀecting on assumptions that underlie intentions, values, beliefs,
and feelings. Learners are involved in objective re-framing of their frames of reference when they critically reÀect
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on the assumptions of others. In contrast, subjective re-framing occurs when learners critically assess their own
assumptions. The role of the learner involves actively participating in discourse. Through discourse, learners are
able to validate what is being communicated to them. This dialogue provides the opportunity to critically examine
evidence, arguments, and alternate points of view, which fosters collaborative learning. Two main strategies were
outlined in within transformative learning. They are described as follows:

The ¿rst of the concepts that is transforming learning has an alien-sounding name: heutagogy. This is a term that
originated in the 1990s with Stewart Hase and Chris Kenyon at Southern Cross University in Australia. The term is
new, but it describes a very old human learning strategy. Hase and Kenyon de¿ne it as “the study of self-determined
learning” or “the strategy of self-determined learning.” Most signi¿cantly, according to Hase and Kenyon, “Heu-
tagogy looks to the future in which knowing how to learn will be a fundamental skill given the pace of innovation
and the changing structure of communities and workplaces” [3, p. 3]. Heutagogy is a kind of complement to two
earlier concepts, pedagogy (a strategy for teaching children) and andragogy (a strategy for teaching adults). The key
di൵erence is that heutagogy is self-determined strategy – an instructor, teacher, or other arbiter is not necessarily
involved, unless the individual chooses to involve one at some point. It is important to think of it as self-determined
learning, not “informal learning” as contrasted to “formal learning.” It is also important to reÀect on the fact that
everyone with access to the Internet has, to one extent or another, already adopted heutagogy as a key part of their
personal learning strategy. Before the Internet, for that matter, anyone with access to a library, a newspaper, a cor-
respondence school catalog, or a social network did the same thing. Heutagogy is clearly a personal strategy of
individuals [3].

The second concept, directly answering that question, is personalization. Personalization in the context of trans-
formative learning is seen as applying di൵erent approaches to di൵erent learners depending on their strengths and
interests while achieving a common goal. Dr. Yong Zhao, presidential chair and director of the Institute for Global
and Online Education in the College of Education at the University of Oregon, makes a helpful di൵erentiation
between two types of personalization. Most educators, he says, think of personalization as a matter of personaliz-
ing the learning process. The destination (objective, competency, etc.) is set by the organization or institution, but
the learner selects his or her individual path to it, using resources and guidance provided by the instructor or other
support system. Zhao claims that this can actually improve learning. The other form of personalization goes beyond
prede¿ned curricula by allowing the learner to determine the outcome based on personal strengths and passions,
using a path (or paths) of the learner’s choosing. Dr. Zhao believes that this approach may better prepare the learner
for the future, and also addresses the question of “learning how to learn” [10].

These two concepts form the basis for successful adult teaching. When we focus on studying foreign languages,
some particularities in implementing these strategies should be considered. The ¿rst is the impossibility to elimi-
nate the key role of an educator as the essence of studying foreign languages presupposes the limits to such elim-
ination. In this regard the only possible way is to make this role less inÀuential, the personality of a teacher being
very delicate and friendly. It is necessary to avoid strict hierarchical relationships “teacher-learners” by replacing
them with open, free and friendly environment. Transformative learning cannot be guaranteed. Teachers can only
provide an opportunity to transformatively learn. In order to foster transformative learning, the educator’s role is
to assist learners in becoming aware and critical of assumptions. This includes their own assumptions that lead to
their interpretations, beliefs, habits of mind, or points of view, as well as the assumptions of others. Educators must
provide learners practice in recognizing frames of reference. By doing so, educators encourage practice in rede¿n-
ing problems from di൵erent perspectives. The goal is to create a community of learners who are united in a shared
experience of trying to make meaning of their life experience. Only in this case the above mentioned strategies can
be successfully implemented.

In a research review, Taylor described some factors that were shown to foster transformational learning. In addi-
tion, Henderson outlines ways to foster transformative learning.

Relationships. Several studies showed that transformative learning is fostered by establishing supportive and
trusting relationships. This is the basis for dialogue and discourse. Building relationships requires a learning climate
that is open to di൵ering perspectives and is non-hierarchical in nature. Online, trusting relationships are easier to
build in virtual classroom or work group situations when participants can see each other through photos or video,
when learners can hear the voice of the moderator or instructor and when they share a common goal [8, p. 176].

Critical ReÀection. Transformative learning often goes hand in hand with self-reÀection. This involves challeng-
ing the assumptions people rely on to understand the world. For example, you can foster transformative learning by
asking open-ended questions that help learners relate new knowledge to their own life experiences. Probing ques-
tions that promote critical reÀection have no easy or simple answer. You can design critical reÀection into formal
courses by asking participants to respond to questions through blogging and other internal social tools. It can also
be part of thoughtful online discussions [2].

Direct and Active Experience. In his research review, Taylor found that one of the most powerful ways to foster
transformative learning is by o൵ering direct experiences that are meaningful to learners. In one example, doctors
and nurses studying palliative care were required to visit hospices, funeral homes and anatomy labs. This idea
can be transferred to workplace learning by initiating programs that encourage direct experience. For example,
employees who wish to develop leadership ability could initiate a socially bene¿cial campaign to lead in the workplace
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[8, p. 177]. In applying this strategy to teaching foreign languages it is appropriate to use the method of case study;
implementation of discussion clubs with native speakers, blogs and social networks.

Readiness for the Transformative Experience. Another factor that encourages transformative learning is an indi-
vidual’s self-awareness and readiness for the experience. A few studies showed that individuals who were in a
transitional mindset were likely to experience a transformation. They may have been in the midst of a dilemma or
at the limits of their ability to create meaning with their current level of knowledge. The implication being that it
is important to help learners develop the type of self-awareness and acceptance of discomfort in order to allow a
transformation to occur. Speaking about adult learners, the main thing the educator must constantly keep in mind is
delicacy. Students generally come to the classroom as representatives of di൵erent social layers, systems of views,
religions, etc. With the help of a wise teacher they need to merge all this in something new, to undertake transforma-
tion on the way to new skills and knowledge, they need to become new community under new conditions [8, p. 189].

Discourse.  Henderson points out how discussion is a critical aspect of transformative learning and that there are
bene¿ts to doing this online. First, some adults are more comfortable speaking online than in person, so they will
be more engaged. Also, online discussions are Àexible in mode. They may take place asynchronously in forums,
so participants have time to think through their responses or they may take place synchronously in chat rooms. In
addition, online discussions occur naturally when small groups tackle problems and issues [2, p. 6]. An interesting
method, not very widely used in Ukraine, corresponding to the above mentioned strategies is creating and editing
a group blog in a foreign language devoted to a social, cultural or environmental problem. The process of its edit-
ing can foster transformative learning by creating a socially active and united community of students with socially
active position.

On the basis of the foregoing, we can draw the following conclusions:
1. Transformative learning and its methodological base can be successfully applied for adult students studying

foreign languages, as this theory corresponds to psychological peculiarities of adults and can help avoiding numer-
ous problems that are often faced by teachers.

2. Transformative learning regards a person as an active participant of educational process, making him or her
part of a purpose-oriented, united community where a personality, still being unique and independent, transforms to
an active knowledge achiever.

3. Knowledge in transformative learning is not a set of rules or vocabulary units, it is presented as “thick descrip-
tion” in deep connections with social, cultural, historical and psychological context; the learners achieve not dry
facts, but a self-developing system, they develop the ability to learn and are engaged in social interaction.

4. The role of teacher can be described as a “delicate mediator” and requires constant improvement and self-re-
Àection.

5. Teaching methods within transformative learning can be diverse, but they must be strictly based on concepts
of heutagogy and personalization. They may involve various discussion clubs, on-line techniques, forums, social
researches, surveys, case-study, portfolios and even social experiments – everything that can provoke transforma-
tion in all cognitive aspects of a person.
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