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Abstract

This thesis explores stability and perturbation in learning situated in a counselling training

culture that 1s shaped by humanistic-integrative core theory values.

The case study on which the thesis 1s based focuses on a group of six students and two
tutors on a Diploma in Counselling and Human Relations course. As an integral part of the
traming programme, the participants were asked to use a conceptual model imported from a
psychotherapy context. This model was mnitially chosen for the purposes of evaluating its
effectiveness as a learning tool for use in counselling training. During the study, the
emphasis changed to an interest in understanding how use of this model affected the
process of learning. The thesis i1s based on an mm-depth analysis of the impact of this model

on the learning process 1n the group.

The case study 1s shaped by an ‘action research’ (McCutcheon et al., 1987) model that both
reflects the inquirer’s position as a tutor and researcher in the counselling community

investigated and the professional development dimension of the research.

Data was gathered over a period of seven months, using individual and group interviews,
and observations of partictpants’ tramning practices. The research methodology stems from
an interpretivist, or hermeneutic tradition of story telling. Within the qualitative parameters
of this philosophical orientation, the data 1s constructed on the basis of a critical
understanding of Wenger’s (1998) situated perspective on learning. From this perspective,

learning assumes a social, or relational location.

The research suggests that counselling training can be usefully understood as a
participatory process that includes both stability and perturbation, and this has implications

for counselling tramming practices that are shaped by a core theoretical model.
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1. Introduction.

My thesis 1s based on a single case study in which I explore learning in my counselling
training community. In particular, the study highlights both stability, which I understand
as the continuity of conventional training practices, and perturbation, or disturbance,
which was created by the introduction of non-conventional concepts into the training

practices.

I carned out my study in a college of further and higher education with participants on a
part-time Diploma in Counselling and Human Relations course, which, at the time of

my 1nquiry, I had helped to deliver for the previous eight years. My co-participants in

the study comprised my two co-training colleagues and six students in their second year
of training. The students ranged in age from their mid thirties to mud fifties. The
structure of the course was ‘continuous’ rather than modular, and training was organised
in terms of an ‘experiential learning’ model (Kolb, 1984). My thesis 1s based on data

that I collected in this community from January to July 2001.

At the time of my study, my colleagues and 1 were working towards British Association
for Counselling (BAC) course accreditation. Therefore, counselling training practices
were broadly organised in terms of their ‘Code of Ethics and Practice for Trainers’
(BAC, 1985) and ‘Code of Ethics and Practice for Counsellors’ (BAC, 1992). (In 2001,
the BAC became the BACP — the British Association for Counselling and
Psychotherapy, and in April 2002, that 1s, after I had collected my data, their new
‘Ethical Framework for Good Practice in Counselling and Psychotherapy’ became

effective). According to the then BAC:

‘It is not possible to make a generally accepted distinction between counselling
and psychotherapy. There are well founded traditions which use the terms
interchangeably and others which distinguish them...” (BAC, 1992, p. 2).
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Their new title (BACP) can be seen as one reflection of their inclusivist position in
relation to counselling and psychotherapy. This said, lack of ‘a generally accepted
distinction between counselling and psychotherapy’ (BAC, 1992) continues to fuel a

long-standing debate about possible distinctions between the two (Syme, 2000), but this

debate 1s not a central feature of my inquiry.

My contention in this thesis.

I start from the premise that counselling training practices are based on a view of
learning that 1s too narrow. This, I suggest, is partly because of the individual location
of learning on most counselling training courses. This individual emphasis on learning

1s compatible with the central BACP requirement for counselling training course
accreditation, which insists that training courses: ‘... should provide grounding in a core
theoretical model...” (BACP, 2003, p. 10). In support of this position, the BACP
proposes that: ... The training methods used should be consistent with the basic
assumptions about human beings which underlie the counselling methods taught. ..’
(BACP, 2003, pp. 10-11). I take the position that this requirement promotes a view of
certainty, predictability and hence stability in counselling training, because learning 1s
shaped by an emphasis on a particular set of definitive assumptions about human
beings. I suggest that this effectively discounts less certain, less predictable and less
stable aspects of human relations, and consequently, also discounts aspects of the social
context in which learning is co-created. In my case study, I explore the social dimension
of counselling training practice with a view to understanding the place of stability and

perturbation in learning in a counselling training culture.

My interest in stability and perturbation was aroused by Wenger’s “situated learming’
theory proposition that: ‘... Learning... requires enough structure and continuity to
accumulate experience and enough perturbation and discontinuity to continually

renegotiate meaning...” (Wenger, 1998, p. 227). This proposition became meaningful as
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my focus of interest shifted part way through my study. My initial interest was in
evaluating the learning potential of using a conceptual tool from my psychotherapy
practice in my work as a counselling trainer. My interest shifted to wanting to
understand the participatory processes that were shaped by the use of this tool in the

study.

Layout of my thesis.

In Chapter 2, as a means of providing a context for understanding my position with
regard to stability and perturbation, I talk about the approaches to learning that prevailed
in my case study community. In doing so, I convey my critical understanding of some

of the research influences that helped to shape this learning culture. As part of my
critique, I juxtapose socially situated views of learning with conventional learning
practices in counselling training in support of my contention that the former offer a

more sophisticated understanding of learning. In my critique, I draw on some of the
understanding that I gained from my research. Therefore, this aspect of the chapter 1s
shaped by a retrospective account, which reflects the change in direction in my thinking
over the course of my study, and which consequently coloured my critique of the

counselling approaches to learning that I discuss.

In Chapter 3, I provide details of the interpretivist case study methodology that shaped
my inquiry. This includes a discussion of my design of the study, which predates my
critique of the approaches to learning in counselling training that I discussed in Chapter
2. Chapter 3 mirrors the changes that took place in my thinking and philosophical
position during the course of my study. These changes were enabled by the iterative and

dynamic nature of the case study methodology.

In Chapter 4, I convey my understanding of the community in which I carried out my

fieldwork. I frame my understanding of this community in terms of Wenger’s depiction
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of what constitutes a ‘community of practice’ (Wenger, 1998), and, in doing so,
highlight some of the similarities and differences between Wenger’s depiction of a

community of practice and my case study group, who I then go on to introduce.

In Chapter 5, I provide extracts from the data that I collected from my observations of
simulated counselling practice sessions that were individually led by my two co-training
colleagues. Using these extracts, interspersed with my observations, I describe what I
see happening in these sessions. I then move on to a more abstract, analytical level as a
means of providing an explanation for the differing patterns of interaction that emerged
in the sessions. My analysis consists of an examination of the different relations that
participants had with the conceptual tool that mediated participation in the study and the
complex set of power relations that existed within the group. In my analysis, I also draw
on data that I collected in the individual and group interviews that formed part of the

study.

In Chapter 6, I draw on Wenger’s (1998) situated perspective on learning in order to
interpret the participatory processes that I described and analysed in Chapter 5. In
particular, I use Wenger’s view of ‘communities of practice as economies of meaning’
(Wenger, 1998) as a conceptual framework for interpreting those processes that can be
understood in terms of ‘stability and perturbation’ (Wenger, 1998). I then give my
critical reflections on the extent to which Wenger’s theory provides a convincing

explanatory framework for understanding my data.

In Chapter 7, I give my tentative conclusions, closing comments and critical reflections

on the study.

The nature and purpose of my study.

The nature of my study 1s qualitative and, within this parameter, my orientation 1s

interpretivist, or hermeneutic. The purpose of my study 1s to advance my practice as a
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counselling trainer and, in the process, make a contribution to knowledge in the area of
counselling training.
The professional development aspect of the study is based on an exploratory ‘action
research’ model as defined by McCutcheon and Jung, who describe this approach to
research as:

"... any systematic inquiry, large or small, conducted by professionals and

focusing on some aspects of their practice in order to find out more about it, and

eventually to act in ways they see as better or more effective...’ (McCutcheon and
Jung, 1987, p. 148).

The main thrust of my argument in the thesis arose from the reflexive and iterative
nature of my study. Reflexivity, aided by keeping a reflexive diary, shaped my iterative
process, which involved moving back and forth between the data that I collected from
participants in the study and the intrapersonal data that I gathered from my reflections,
and from moving back and forth between this interrelated data and the literature. This
part-whole, or hermeneutic process enabled my deeper understanding of the
inseparability of interpersonal and intrapersonal features in meaning making. Therefore,
the intrapersonal data that I include in the thesis, as part of my journey of evolving
understanding in the case study, both reflects and was affected by the data that I
collected from participants and my interpretation of this data. This dynamic process
generated different research questions from those that had initially informed my
explorations in the study. I had formulated the 1nitial questions in order to help me to
assess the viability of integrating a conceptual tool from my psychotherapy practice
(Ware’s 1983 “‘doors to therapy’ model) into my work as a counselling trainer.
However, I moved from this initial interest to wanting to understand the interactive

process that use of the model helped to generate.

The originality of my study.
The originality of my study stems partly from its context specific nature (that is, the

particular counselling training community in which I collected my data) and partly from
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the particular situated learning theory ideas that provided the conceptual framework for
understanding the data. Interpreting my data from this theoretical perspective has led to
a socially located understanding rather than a psychologically located one. This social
location marks a departure from the psychological, individualistic nature of

understanding that underpins much of the research and ideas in the field of counselling

and psychotherapy.

Whilst my reflexive action research approach is not, in itself, original, it forms part of a
relatively small body of ‘non-scientific’ research in the United Kingdom in the area of
counselling training, especially research that has been carried out from a socially
situated perspective on learning. Much of the research that has been carried out from
this perspective has focused on workplace learning, and has been carried out by

researchers who were not part of the work force that they were studying.

In the United Kingdom, where the ‘reflective-practitioner’ (BACP, 2003) model of
training predominates, there seems to have been a general lack of reflexive action
research into counselling training practices. Of the action research that has been carried
out in the United Kingdom, the main site seems to have been the Counselling Education
and Training Unit at the University of Bristol, which was established in 1986. A recent
example of reflexive research from this site 1s Trahar’s PhD inquiry into ‘researching
learning across cultures’ (Trahar, 2002). As in my case, Trahar carried out her research

with her own students (post-graduate international students studying counselling).

In the United States, counselling education seems to have been mainly based on a
‘scientist-practitioner’ model (McLeod, 2001a; Nelson-Jones, 2001). This may explain
Taylor’s (2000) observation about the more general paucity of action research in the

area of learning, since “positivist’ (Sparkes, 1992), or ‘realist’ (Hammersley, 1998)
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notions of objectivity may serve to preclude educators from conducting research with

their own students.

Commenting on the paucity of ‘non-scientific’ research in the United Kingdom in the
area of counselling and psychotherapy, McLeod makes the point that this non-scientific

trend does not accord with:

"... The ethos of the BACP Research Committee... (which)... has been pluralist,
Inclusive and collaborative and has consistently sought to affirm the diversity of

knowledges that exist within counselling and psychotherapy in Britain. ..’
(McLeod, 2001b, p. 11).

In a similar vein, Lees, in his discussion of the ‘research-practice’ gap in counselling,
talks about the suitability of counsellors to conduct reflexive action research because, in
counselling training:
"... the development of reflexivity 1s incorporated into the training process itself
in the form of experiential learning. As Noonan (1993, p. 26) puts it, the primary

flow of the students’ learning on such courses 1s from “inside to outside” as

opposed to the usual direction of academic learning which 1s from “outside to
inside”...” (Lees, 2001, p. 134).

The interpretivist nature of my research, which I discuss in Chapter 3, follows 1n the
tradition of those in the field of counselling and counselling education who are sceptical
about the value of ‘evidence-based practice’ (Etherington, 2001; Moodley, 2001;

Cayne, 2002; Greenwood and Loewnthal, 2002; Rubaie, 2002; Stevens, 2002) that 1s

shaped by ‘scientific’, or realist principles.

Adopting a ‘non-scientific’, interpretivist emphasis on learning constitutes something of
a paradigm shift for me, and, as I discuss in the next section, this shift took place

gradually as a result of combining my experience as a counselling trainer with my

reading for the MEd and EdD degrees.

A summary of my counselling training history.

I began my work as a counselling skills trainer in the 1980s following completion of a

one-year Royal Society of Arts counselling skills course in a college of further
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education. I was offered a part-time post (two evenings per week) by the then Head of
Department, who had been one of the trainers on the course that I had just completed.

This route into the profession was, and still is, typical (Connor, 1994; BACP, 2003). At
that time, I combined my work as a counselling skills trainer with my full time post as a

Social Welfare Officer situated in the Social Work Department of a hospital.

As a counselling skills trainer, I worked with groups that consisted of more than twelve
members. Therefore, consistent with the then BAC guidelines for trainers of groups of
this size, the groups that I helped to train were double staffed, and I was ‘apprenticed’ to
a more experienced trainer. Within this ‘expert - novice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991)
context, I learned how to do the job by doing it. Over the six years or so that I worked at
this college, I worked with a number of co-trainers, and accordingly, with a range of
1ssues arising from these various interrelationships. At that time (the late 1980s and

early 1990s), as Dryden and Feltham (1994) acknowledge, there was very little written
about co-training in the counselling training literature. The influential literature that 1
turned to in order to support my experiential learning came from related fields such as
psychotherapy. Examples include the work of Yalom (1985), Benson (1987) and
Douglas (1991). From an existential perspective, Yalom talks about how problems in
co-working emanate from the relationship between co-workers and from tensions that
may arise from difterences in their status, especially if there 1s some confusion about
leadership roles. From a psychodynamic standpoint, Benson (1987) speaks about how
personal and professional development as a co-worker involves co-workers working
through their relationship with one another. Due to inequalities in experience, Benson
questions the suitability of beginners operating in a co-working capacity, since he sees
co-working as a sophisticated form of practice, whilst Douglas (1991), on the other
hand, favours an apprenticeship model of practice. I mention some of these early

influences in my journey here because my study has prompted me to revisit them.
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During my early co-training experiences, I was offered increasing amounts of work.
and, as a result, I gave up my hospital work and decided to combine my training work
with formal study in the form of an Advanced Diploma in Guidance and Counselling
Following my completion of this diploma, which was awarded by the University of
Leeds, I was offered a teaching post on the Advanced Diploma in Counselling and
Group Work in the college where I was working. In addition to this, my Head of
Department recommended me for a part time post at another college, and for two years,
[ worked at both colleges. When I was eventually offered a permanent half-time post at
the second college, I gave up my work at the first college and put time into my own

training as a transactional analyst psychotherapist and into helping to develop the

college counselling training programme that provided the context for my case study.

From my present position, I now seriously question some of the features of transactional
analysis that initially appealed to me, namely, its rational, ‘scientific’ emphasis on
certainty, structure and predictability in human relationships. With the benefit of
hindsight, it seems that the positive value that I then attributed to these features acquired
this meaning because they provided a counterbalance to some of the uncertainty that I
experienced in my work as a counselling trainer, especially in my programme

development work.

In the early days of my work as a counselling trainer, I had a Bachelor of Arts degree in
the humanities but no qualifications 1n education. Therefore, I decided to read for an
MEd degree, which I was awarded by the University of Leeds in 1994. Two years later,
I applied to do the EdD degree. Reading for both the MEd and the EdD degrees,
together with my training practice and vocational studies (transactional analysis),
provided the opportunity for a rich cross-fertilisation of academic and vocational ideas,
which I found stimulating. Reading for the EdD disturbed the equilibrium of my

training practice by bringing to the fore conflicting philosophical values between a



10

vocational context, where learning was seen as a means to an end outside of training
(that 1s, becoming a counsellor), and a ‘liberal adult education’ one in which learning is
valued for its own sake. My studies also threw into sharp relief the contrast between the
rational and reductionist assumptions embedded in training practices that were shaped
by transactional analysis and the more holistic assumptions embedded in the educational
context of my MEd and EdD studies. My EdD case study, in particular, has highlighted
the ‘paternal’ culture of learning in counselling training in which developmental

assumptions are reflected in, and affected by, use of a core theoretical model.
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2. Approaches to learning in counselling training.

I begin this chapter by providing a potted history of the growth of counselling training
courses 1n the United Kingdom. I go on to discuss the general tenor of these courses,
which has been influenced by the guidelines provided by the British Association for
Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) and by the ‘experiential learning’ approach
that, in various forms, 1s associated with these courses. I move from this broader context
of counselling training to a discussion about the particular mixture of ideas that
collectively comprised the learning approach that prevailed in my case study

community, some of the early influences that this approach to learning reflected and

some of the tensions inherent in the approach.

I develop my critique of approaches to learning in counselling training by comparing
assumptions of learning as the ‘internalisation’ of knowledge (which, I will argue,
underpin formative training practices) with views of learning as the ‘appropnation’ of
knowledge. In support of the latter position, in which learning is viewed as a potentially
transformatory process involving the active construction of knowledge, I present some
of the views of activity theorists whose views are compatible with a situated perspective
on learning. In relation to some of the views outlined in this discussion, I talk about the
relationship that I see between counselling training practices that are underpinned by
internalisation assumptions about learning and learning that 1s tied back to the

‘constitutive meanings’ (Fay, 1975) embodied in a core theoretical model.

My critique on learning in counselling training draws on some of the understanding that
[ gained from my case study and provides a context for my appreciation of the role of
perturbation in facilitating transformative learning, or the appropriation of knowledge,
which I talk about in the final section of this chapter. My critique 1s coloured by the

change in direction of my thinking over the course of my study. Therefore, it is a
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retrospective assessment of approaches to learning and counselling training that is value

laden and can only be understood in relative, rather than absolute, terms.

Brief history of counselling training In the United Kingdom.
Counselling training diploma courses were first offered in the United Kingdom in the
early 1960s (Connor, 1994; Johns, 1998). These courses were situated in the
Universities of Keele and Reading, and later in Brighton and Exeter (Connor, 1994). It
was not until 1988 that the then British Association for Counselling (BAC) formed their
Course Recognitton Group and devised their own scheme for the recognition of
counselling training courses. (The BAC became the BACP - the British Association for
Counselling and Psychotherapy in 2001.) However, considering the great and ever
growing number of counselling training courses on offer in the United Kingdom,
relatively few are BACP accredited. In the 2003 BACP ‘Training in Counselling and
Psychotherapy Directory’, approximately 1200 training courses are listed, but only 81
are BACP accredited. Under their heading ‘What makes an Accredited course?’, the
BACP include the following:

“The course should provide grounding in a core theoretical model... The course

should create balance between theory, skills components and personal
development, consistent with the core theoretical model... The course should help

students to develop as reflective practitioners...” (BACP, 2003, p. 10).

I have included this statement from the BACP directory in order to provide a context for

highlighting the following three interrelated points that are pertinent to my argument 1n

this thesis.

Firstly, the statement typities my understanding of the constituent elements and main

goal of learning on most counselling training courses offered in the United Kingdom.

Secondly, the statement highlights the significance given to a core theoretical model,
and this is relevant to a more general understanding of a culture of learning that extends

beyond BACP accredited counselling training courses. That is, whether or not they are
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BACP accredited, most counselling courses seem to operate in terms of a core
theoretical model. This is evident in the listings for the non-accredited courses that are
included in the 2003 BACP directory, and is understandable, given that the BACP is the

main regulatory (voluntary) body for counselling in the United Kingdom and. as such, is

influential in providing a model on which to base counselling courses.

Thirdly, understanding the significance of a core theoretical model is necessary to
gaining an appreciation of what constitutes a centrally stable feature in counselling
tramning culture. Use of a core model is an aspect of training that is supported by some
in the field of counselling, for example, Wheeler (1999) and not supported by others, for
example, West (2002) and Feltham (1997, 1999). Wheeler argues that a core theoretical
model provides: ‘... coherence and internal consistency...” (Wheeler, 1999, p. 196).
West (2002) makes a point of using the term ‘counselling education’ rather than
‘counselling training’, which assumes a broader process of learning than use of a core
theoretical model would seem to allow. Feltham not only argues against the use of a
core model, but is also against the use of theoretical models generally in counselling
training. He makes the salient point that:
“... All core models. .. mnevitably perpetuate the uncritical and untenable
assumptions that human life 1s or should be orderly, can be understood
analytically, and that our individual problems 1n living can be understood
systematically, or scientifically, but above all coherently... We delude ourselves
by imagining that theories which could have some consistency and predictive

capability in natural science will similarly apply to human beings in complex,
social and open systems (Pilgrim, 1997)...” (Feltham, 1999, p. 185).

Looking at developments in the field of counselling training from the 1960s to the
1990s, Connor (1994) traces early influences in the field back to the models developed
by American theorists such as; Rogers (1957, 1961, 1983), Kagan (1967), Carkhuff

(1969), Ivey and Authier (1971), Gilmore (1973) and Egan (1975, 1979). From my own

experiences as both a trainee and a trainer, I am particularly familiar with influences
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from the work of Rogers (1957, 1961, 1983), Kagan (1967), Ivey and Authier (1971),

Robinson (1974), Kolb (1984) and Egan (1990).

Connor talks about the theoretical emphasis of her own training in the 1960s because
her course was situated in a university: ©... so almost every session was a lecture. ..’
(Connor, 1994, p. 3). My own counselling training course was situated in a university.
However, by the late 1980s, experiential learning had become popular, and my training
included experiential workshops organised primarily in terms of simulated counselling
practice that was theoretically framed in terms of Rogers’ ‘core conditions’ of ‘respect,
empathy and congruence’ (Rogers, 1961). Connor speaks of research in the 1960s that:
‘... showed that these core conditions needed to be experienced by the client 1n

order to be therapeutic, but we weren’t introduced to the mechanics of 1t all. ..

(because)... ideas about experiential learning had not really taken off...” (Connor,
1994, p. 3).

It seems that, for Connor, experiential learning represents part of the solution to the
problem of how to train people in the ‘mechanics’ of counselling. However, 1 will argue
that experiential learning that is shaped by Kolb’s (1984) model may, in 1tself, be
problematic, not least because it promotes too narrow a view of experience, especially
when the experience is tied back to the assumptions embedded in a core theory.
Connor’s position seems to reflect part of the wider problem in humanistic-integrative
counselling training practice, which is how to integrate a skills approach to learning that
is shaped by reductionist assumptions (rooted in behaviourism) into a learning culture

where the personal development component is based on assumptions of holism (rooted

in humanism).

Most humanistic counselling training courses are underpinned by Rogers’ core
conditions. However, when a skills approach 1s adopted, the emergent product 1s one
that assumes that the interrelated and overlapping parts of a process that includes

‘respect, empathy and congruence’ (Rogers, 1961) can be separated into a number of
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discrete ‘skills’, which can be built up and learned by trainees in a ‘mechanistic’ way.
This cumulative view of learning seems to have originated mainly from early American
research into ‘microcounselling’ (Ivey and Authier, 1971). Other influences that reflect
a more subtle torm of realism than is evident in Ivey and Authier’s approach include;
Kagan’s work on ‘interpersonal process recall’ (Kagan, 1967), Robinson’s work on
‘competency’ (Robinson, 1974) and Kolb’s work on ‘experiential learning’ (Kolb,
1984). From my work as a Verifier of Royal Society of Arts counselling skills courses
and my professional peer involvement with other counselling trainers, it seems to me
that influences from these sources, among others, collectively, and in a variety of forms,

constitute the stufl of experiential learning on many counselling training courses.

Viewing experiential learning from a situated learning theory

perspective.

Much has been written about experiential learning. Indeed, my search on the Internet
revealed over 10,000 citations on this topic. The widespread practice of using
experiential learning on counselling training courses 1s recognised by the BACP in their
2003 training course directory. For instance, under the heading ‘Essential information
for students’, they state:
‘... Participants in counselling courses are likely to be involved at times in
experiential learning. This learning 1s designed to heighten awareness of an

experience or give constderation to a familiar happening on which workshop
members will be asked to reflect, either in their own terms or in the light of an

offered framework...” (BACP, 2003, p. 6).

The BACP’s position on experiential learning clearly assumes a narrow understanding
of this practice. This 1s evident in thetr statement that participants in counselling training
are only likely: ‘to be involved at times in experiential learning’ (BACP, 2003).
However, Fenwick makes the salient point that:
‘... 1t seems counterproductive to separate experiential learning as an evolving
adult education practice from a broader consideration of learning through

experience. Much adult learning 1s commonly understood to be located in... sites
of nonformal education. Many of us believe that... the construction of our
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practical knowledge, the know-how that we use in our daily activities and work,
are best learned through “doing.”...” (Fenwick, 2003, p. 1).

From this broad perspective on experiential learning, Fenwick presents a useful
overview of five ‘orientations’ on experiential learning in adult education, which are:

“stituative, enactivist, constructivist, critical, and psychoanalytic’ (Fenwick, 2003).

Fenwick’s position on experiential learning 1s consistent with one of the central tenets 1n
the broad body of knowledge that can be located in a situated learning theory arena.
This 1s because, by implication, her view reflects a position in which the meaning of a
cultural tool, such as Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning, acquires its meaning
in action (that is, not only is experiential learning mediated by the model itself, but it 1s
also mediated by the particular theoretical orientations of the users of the model). This
position is evident, for instance, in Wertsch et al.’s socio-cultural perspective on
learning. For these theorists:

‘... while cultural tools or artifacts involved in mediation certainly play an

essential role in shaping action they do not determine or cause action in some

kind of static, mechanistic way. Indeed, in and of themselves, such cultural tools

are powerless to do anything. They can have their impact only when individuals
use them. ..’ (original italics) (Wertsch et al., 1995, p. 22).

Cole’s socio-cultural perspective on learning is compatible with Wertsch’s view of the
mediating role of conceptual tools in participatory action. For Cole, models such as
Kolb’s might be seen as a reification in which: ‘... the cultural past... (is)... reified in

the cultural present... (and as one)... that mediates the process of coconstruction...’

(Cole, 1995, p. 193).

From my evolving situated learning theory perspective (the standpoint that I have
adopted in my case study), experiential learning in counselling training 1S problematic.
This is because actions and practices that are shaped by the use of Kolb’s model

discount the context of training by assuming the non-problematic transter of “abstract
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concepts and generalisations’ from one situation (that is, training) to another ‘new

situation’ (that is, client work). However, as Wilson states:

“... If we are to learn, we must become embedded in the culture in which the
knowing and learning have meaning: conceptual frameworks cannot be

meaningtully removed from their settings or practitioners...” (Wilson, 1993, cited
in Fenwick, 2003, p. 35).

For Wilson (1993) and other theorists who adopt a situated perspective on learning

(Lave, 1988; Brown et al., 1989; Rogoff, 1990; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger 1998;

Wenger et al.,, 2002), learning is located in our experiencing, and our experiences are

situated in particular cultures.

Based on a process of abstraction, Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model discounts
the culture, and hence the context of learning, by assuming the generalisability of a
learning process that includes: ‘concrete experience’, ‘observation and reflection’,
‘formation of abstract concepts and generalisations’ and ‘implications of concepts in
new situations’ (Kolb, 1984). Kolb’s model also assumes that action (that is, ‘concrete
experience’) and thinking (that 1s, ‘observations and reflections’) can be viewed as
separate phenomena. This 1s consistent with Fenwick’s understanding of:

“... the term “experiential learning”... (which)... in adult education 1s usually

associated with particular theories and practices based on reflection on concrete
experience...’ (Fenwick, 2003, p. 1).

This emphasis on ‘reflective thought’ is evident in Anderson et al.’s depiction of one of
the ‘defining characteristics of experience-based learning’ (EBL). They say:

‘... EBL’s advocates believe that the quality of reflective thought that the learner
brings to any experience 1s of greater significance to the eventual learning
outcomes than the nature of the experience itself. “Learning 1s the process

whereby knowledge 1s created through the transformation of experience.” (Kolb,
1984, 38)..." (Anderson et al., 1995, p. 207).

The notion that ‘observations and reflections’ on action are not in themselves actions or
‘concrete experiences’ 1S contentious. As Hanks, in his foreword to Lave and Wenger’s

(1991) work, states:
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"... To equate discourse with retlection on action, instead of action itself, would
be to fall prey to the very structural views that Lave and Wenger undermine in
their approach to learning...” (Hanks, cited in Lave and Wenger, 1991, p. 22).

Experiential learning in my counselling training context.

In my community, deliberate learning was shaped in terms of particular theories that
were consistent with the “humanistic-integrative’ orientation of the training. This

orientation 1s compatible with the BACP definition of ‘integrative counselling’. The

BACP states that:

"... Integrative counselling... is when several distinct models of counselling and

psychotherapy are used together in a converging way rather than in separate
pieces...” (BACP, 2003, p. 61).

In a similar vein, the definition of integrative therapy provided by the United Kingdom
Council for Psychotherapy (UKCP) states:
"... Integrative therapy can be distinguished from eclecticism by its determination

to show there are significant connections between different therapies which may
be unrecognised by their exclusive proponents...” (original italics) (UKCP, 2003).

Consistent with these definitions of integrative practice, training in my community was
mainly organised 1n terms of the humanistic models of therapy in which my colleagues
and I had been separately trained (‘client-centred’ (Rogers, 1951), ‘gestalt’ (Perls, 1969)
and ‘transactional analysis’ (Berne, 1961)). In our training practices, we emphasised the
similarities in our theoretical positions rather than the difterences, and, in its widest
sense, experiential learning involved modelling by my colleagues and myself that was
shaped by our theoretical specialisms. The purpose of this modelling was compatible
with the views on experiential learning expressed by a range of counselling course
tutors in a survey undertaken by Hill (2002). Summarising their views, Hill suggests
that, in counselling training, experiential learning in its broader sense mnvolves:
‘modelling of aspects of theory... Students experience implicit values and
attitudes as a result of this, and go on to develop an emotional affinity with such
values and attitudes, which they can, in turn, model with their clients. The

suggestion 1s that the core theoretical model 1s assimilated by students as a result
of their experiences in community...’ (Hill, 2002, p. 219).
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Modelling, shaped by a core theoretical model, is a direct response to the central British

Association for Counselling (BAC) practice guideline for trainers that:

... It 1s desirable that there should be some consistency between the theoretical
orientation of the course and the teaching methods used on it e.g. client-centred
courses will tend to be trainee-centred.” (BAC, 1985, p. 3).

Typically, experiential learning practices in my community matched the practices of a
number of teachers and trainers whom Boydell (1976) asked to describe their

experiential learning approach:

"... Some say they actually teach from a certain book, usually Kolb, Rubin and
Mclntyre (1971)... others talk about non-directive methods, the use of structured
exercises, participative approaches, action learning. .. discovery learning, games

and simulations. .. learning communities, the non-use of lectures...” (Boydell,
1976, p. 1).

Boydell, who talks about the lack of clarity in this: ‘... jungle of terminology and
jargon...’, rather grudgingly acknowledges that these various practices: ‘... probably do
represent, in some way, variants on the theme “experiential”...” (Boydell, 1976, p.1).
Commenting on the lack of clarity about the nature of experiential learning, Malinen
(2000) ofters the following viewpoint:
"... “Adult experiential learning 1s a complex, vague and ambiguous phenomenon,
which is still inadequately defined, conceptually suspect and even poorly
researched. .. its theoretical and philosophical foundations are fragmented and
confusing... There are too many interpretations and priorities among theorists and

practices that no single, clear defimition of these foundations could be
constructed.”...” (Malinen, 2000, cited in Fenwick, 2003, p. 5).

Clearly, the organisation of experiential learning in counselling training takes various
forms. In my own context, the organisation of experiential learning partly depended
upon the size of the training groups. For example, in larger groups (where there were
twelve to sixteen participants), trainees often worked 1in triads (‘counsellor’; ‘chient’” and
observer), with trainers dipping in and out of these triads for the purposes of offering
feedback and guidance. In smaller training groups (six to nine participants - as in my
case study group), experiential learning most often involved two students occupying the

positions of ‘counsellor’ and “client’, and simulating a counselling session (sometimes
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videotaped), which would be observed by the remainder of the student peer group and a
tutor. In the ‘observation and reflection’ (Kolb, 1984) phase, immediately following the

simulation, ‘counsellor’, ‘client’ and observers would evaluate the effectiveness of the

skills used by the ‘counsellor’ in the simulation.

The interventions that my colleagues and I made in both the larger and smaller groups
were influenced by a version of Kagan’s (1967) interpersonal process recall model. In
the reflective process shaped by this model, the tutor and observing student peers were
effectively positioned as inquirers. Our task was to help the ‘counsellor’ and ‘client’ to
debrief and deconstruct their simulation session by asking questions about their
thoughts and feelings regarding particular interventions used in the simulation, as a
means of identifying the skills used by the ‘counsellor’ and the impact of the

counsellor’s use of these skills on the ‘client’.

However, one of the problems with Kagan’s (1967) model 1s that it is based almost
solely on ‘reflection-on-action’ (Schén, 1983) (own italics) assumptions, which,
consistent with an experiential learning approach, imply a distinction between reflective
thought and concrete experience. This process effectively discounts any reflection-in-
action (Schon, 1983) (own italics) that might take place in feedback periods themselves,
and hence discounts the context in which recall is co-created. An added problem of
using Kagan’s model in a context where learning involves skills training 1s that
reflective thought is effectively reduced to a number of discrete microcounselling skills.
This microcounselling, reductionist approach is incompatible with the holistic 1deology

in terms of which humanistic-integrative counselling is premised and with a situated

view of learning.

Ivey and Authier’s (1971) work on microcounselling, which drew on Strong’s (1968)

‘social influence theory’ and Bandura’s (1969) ‘behaviour modification principles’,
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assumes a cumulative view of learning. This approach is based on the selection and

definition of particular counselling skills (for example, ‘paraphrasing’ and
‘summarising’). In my training context, these skills were modelled by my colleagues
and me, and sometimes highlighted by the use of videotape. Trainees were expected to
learn and evaluate their use of these skills on the assumption that each of the defined
skills would be internalised and eventually form part of an extended repertoire, or
‘toolbox’ of skills that they could draw on in their work with clients. The most usual
way of practising and evaluating the use of these skills, which stemmed from the core

model used on the course, was in experiential learning groups that were organised in

terms of simulated counselling practice.

Connor (1994) talks about the work of Baker and Daniels (1989), who carried out a
‘meta-analysis’ of 81 courses that used a microcounselling approach. Their conclusion
was that this approach was effective for teaching well-defined basic skills, but their
work raised questions about maintenance of these skills over time and how trainees
developed these skills. They also questioned the effectiveness of the microcounselling
approach 1n relation to training people in the: ‘higher order skills in more complex
combinations’ (Baker and Daniels, 1989, cited in Connor, 1994, p. 7). Commenting on
the microcounselling approach to training, Connor (1994) talks about how this approach
became less popular in the late 1980s because of concerns that it might lead to a:
‘...mechanistic approach to counsellor training and might produce responses in

trainees which were specific to the practice situation but which did not become
integrated into a total style of counselling...” (Connor, 1994, p. 8).

Connor says that one of the ways that trainers have addressed this issue 1s to design their
courses ‘developmentally’, which i1s what she has done. In the first year of the two-year
training course that she designed, trainees are:

‘... expected to gain a working knowledge of the core theoretical model and to be

able to demonstrate the specific skills which are required at each stage... In the
second year... 1t can be assumed that there is a satisfactory standard of basic skill
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development and the focus then turns to the higher order skills...” (Connor, 1994,
D. 8).

However, Feltham:

"... questions the widespread developmental view that a first training must treat
(adult) trainees as babies to be spoon-fed traditional material (however stodgy or
toxic), and that only advanced trainees or mature practitioners can handle a rich

diet of pluralistic perspectives, real debate and critical analysis...” (Feltham, 1997,
p. 124).

It seems to me that, whether or not a course 1s developmentally structured in the way
described by Connor, the result 1s mechanistic and reductionist if a microcounselling
skills approach 1s used. This 1s partly because, underpinning this approach, is a view of
learning that 1s based on internalisation assumptions that serve to locate learning within
the individual and therefore discount the context of learning. In a counselling training
context, these assumptions do not include a notion of criticality because learning 1s tied
back to a core theoretical model. Also, 1n so far as learning is deliberately shaped by
modelling from trainers, this practice seems likely to invite emulation by trainees rather

than critique.

The internalisation model of learning that underpinned both my experiences as a trainee
and my work as a trainer was the staged model of learning that was based on the work
of Robinson (1974). This model, which provides a framework for understanding
trainees’ ‘development’, is very popular on counselling training courses (Clarkson,
1991: Connor, 1994). The model assumes that learners move through four stages ot
learning, which are: ‘unconscious incompetence, conscious incompetence, conscious
competence and unconscious competence’ (Robinson, 1974). Stage four 1s assumed to

have occurred when newly acquired skills have been internalised and integrated by

learners.

Problems emerge when Kagan’s model is fused with Robinson’s (1974) assumptions

about learning, and learning is tied back to the meanings produced by use ot a core
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model. This is because Kagan’s model depends on ‘conscious competence’, since, by its
very nature, ‘recall’ 1s a conscious process. In a counselling training context where the
‘interpersonal process’ that trainees are being asked to ‘recall’ is supposed to be shaped
by interventions that are compatible with the core model, what is produced is likely to
be a post hoc rationalisation. However, as Michelson, states: ... “experience exceeds
rational attempts to bound it, control, and rationalise it according to pre-existing social
categories and sanctioned uses”...” (Michelson, 1999, cited in Fenwick, 2003, p. 27).
Also, 1f the possibility of ‘unconscious competence’ is assumed, then how is this to be
assessed, since, by implication, what is unconscious may not be open to conscious

recall, and if, or when, 1t 1s open to conscious recall, this takes trainees back to the

‘conscious competence’ stage of learning in terms of Robinson’s model.

As previously indicated, the personal development component of training in my
community was underpinned by Rogerian values. However, to a large extent, Rogers’
person-centred approach to education is incompatible with the formative, developmental
assumptions of adult learning embedded in a transmission model of learning. Also, in
and of itself, Rogers’ approach to education moves away from a narrow view of
experiential learning. This said, it seems to me that when Rogers’ egalitarian principles
are harnessed to a version of experiential learning that is understood in terms of core

model assumptions, these principles acquire a formative quality.

Certainly, Rogers’ emphasis on the importance of students’ ‘freedom to learn’ (Rogers,
1983) reflects the same democratic principles that are evident in Wenger’s (1998) and
Mezirow’s (2000) views on transformative learning. Accordingly, the ‘top down’
approach, or ‘jug and mug learning’ (Rogers, 1983), is lessened because the role of the
tutor becomes that of a facilitator of students’ self-directed learning in which: °... the
direction is self-chosen, the learning is self-initiated... and the whole person is invested

in the process...” (Rogers, 1983, p. 189). This said, as I see it, there are at least two
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significant differences between Rogers’ approach and Wenger’s situated learning theory
approach. The first 1s to do with the greater degree of ontological realism that is evident
in Rogers’ emphasis on learning ‘in which discovery of the real self” (Rogers, 1983) is
centrally situated. For instance, according to Rogers, the questions that most of us:

... are seeking to answer is, “who am I really? Can I ever discover or get in touch

with my real self?...” And these questions are not only those of the young, but of
countless older men and women...” (Rogers, 1983, p. 33).

For Rogers, education 1s one of the ‘pathways’ to ‘self-actualisation’ (Rogers, 1983).
(The other two are psychotherapy and/or intense ‘encounter group’ experiences.)
Rogers’ individualistic emphasis on learning stands in sharp relief to the social

emphasis on learning that underpins Wenger’s approach. Secondly, and consistent with
experiential learning norms, in Rogers’ approach, there 1s an implicit separation of
thought and action in so far as students’ self-directed learning aims are tacitly viewed as
preceding the actions they take to actualise these aims. In Wenger’s theory of learning,
learning is located in the doing, so that thoughts and actions are implicitly viewed as

inseparable aspects of learning/self, which is negotiated in participation with others.

Rogers’ individualistic emphasis on self-actualisation, which has its roots in Maslow’s
‘hierarchy of needs’ (Maslow, 1967), reflects his therapeutic background, and has been,
and remains, immensely influential in terms of the process of learning how to be a
counsellor or psychotherapist. This is evident in research 1n the late 1980s, for instance,
which involved ten prominent psychotherapists reflecting On becoming a
psychotherapist (Dryden and Spurling, 1989). For these psychotherapists, self-
development was seen as central to the process. Commenting on this theme of self-
development, in the ten case histories provided by the psychotherapists, Spurling and

Dryden (the editors) state:

< .. One works on oneself in order to make oneself more responsive to the
client... The formulation is simple and, indeed essential to any responsible

practice as a therapist...” (Spurling and Dryden, 1989, p. 204).
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In their analyses of the underlying theme of self-actualisation in the above ten case

histories, Spurling and Dryden pick up the same duality of subject and object that is

evident in the subtle distinction between thought and action in Rogers’ approach. For

instance, they notice that there is a: *... tacit splitting of the self into self-as-subject, that

which works, and self-as-object, that which is worked upon...> (Spurling and Dryden,

1989, p. 204). However, they go on to say: ... this objectification of the self'is a
necessary step in the way the therapist comes to think and feel about himself or

herself...” (Spurling and Dryden, 1989, p. 204).

Collating the data from the ten case histories, Norcross and Guy observe that: ¢... Life
and informal training experiences consistently exerted more influence on these
therapists than did formal coursework...” (Norcross and Guy, in Dryden and Spurling,
1989, p. 227). They later state: “... We conclude, as have those before us, that the
process of becoming a psychotherapist 1s only loosely organised by the training
system...’ (Norcross and Guy, in Dryden and Spurling, 1989, p. 227). This view 1s
consistent with their earlier statement that:

‘... Second only to the severity of the client’s symptomology, the psychotherapist

- not theory - not technique - i1s the most powerful determinant of chient
improvement...” (Norcross and Guy, in Dryden and Spurling, 1989, p. 215).

Drawing on the earlier work of Norcross, in which he talks about the success of therapy
being related to the ‘patient-therapist relationship’ (Norcross, 1986), Clarkson makes

the point that:

‘... If, indeed, the therapeutic relationship is one of the most, if not the most,
important factor in successful therapy, one would expect that much of the training

in psychotherapy would be training in the infentional use of relationship. ..’
(original italics) (Clarkson, 1992, p. 294).

Based on this supposition, Clarkson offers five ‘modes’ of therapeutic relationship; ‘the
working alliance’, ‘the transferential/countertransferential relationship’, “the
reparative/developmentally needed relationship’, ‘the I-You relationship’ and “the

transpersonal relationship’ (Clarkson, 1992, pp. 294-306). However, in terms of a
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situated learning theory perspective, Clarkson’s modes of therapeutic relationship are
problematic, not least because they are based on a developmental model of relationship
that is underpinned by some of the psychopathological assumptions that characterise
transactional analysis. Similar developmental and psychopathological assumptions are
evident in the transactional analysis writings of Erskine (1989, 1997), for whom the
relationship 1s also seen as a central property of healing in the therapeutic relationship.

Erskine’s work, in particular, draws on the psychoanalytical ideas of Winnicott (1965)

and on Bowlby’s “attachment theory’ (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980).

More recently, Schapira, in her book Choosing a counselling or psychotherapy training:
a practical guide (Schapira, 2000), upholds the notion that: ... It is the quality of the
relationship between therapist and client that... (is)... central to the therapeutic work...’
(Schapira, 2000, p. 24). However, the same paternalistic emphasis 1s evident to me in
Schapira’s understanding of ‘quality of relationship’ as is apparent to me in the work of
Clarkson {1992) and Erskine (1997). For instance, according to Schapira:

‘... Therapy is considered a journey of self-discovery, and the individual needs to

have the support of someone who has been on, at least, a good part of the journey

herself. A therapist can only help someone to the point where she has been... The

practitioner is there for the client; the client’s welfare, needs and process take
priority...” (Schapira, 2000, p. 25).

In essence, this paternalistic view, which I see as an embedded feature of developmental
models of learning in counselling training, seems very different from an egalitarian

view of relationship in which the meaning that is constructed is recognised by both the

therapist and the client as a co-created product that has been negotiated between the two

of them in a specific context.

McAuliffe and Eriksen’s constructivist approach to counsellor education goes some way
towards reflecting egalitarian values in which students are seen as: ‘... subjects of their
own learning, not as objects...” (McAuliffe, in McAuliffe and Eriksen, 2002, p. 16).

However, as I see it, one of the main differences between their approach and a
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Wengerian one is that McAuliffe and Eriksen’s views incorporate a notion of learning
based on a staged model of adult thinking and students’ ‘readiness’ to learn. This: .
general notion comes from the Piagetian developmental tradition of respecting the
evolving meaning-making capacities of the learner...” (McAuliffe, in McAuliffe and
Erksen, 2002, p. 5). Overlaying this notion is: ... the social constructionist impulse, in

which the social/dialogical nature of human meaning-making is honored...” (McAuliffe,

in McAuliffe and Eriksen, 2002, p. 5).

The main thrust of McAuliffe and Eriksen’s understanding of constructivism comes
from their drive to integrate traditional teaching strategies (on Master degree
programmes of counsellor education in the USA), such as lectures, with less traditional
teaching strategies (‘experiential learning’ (Kolb, 1984)) in higher education. Therefore,
whist they advocate the use of Kolb’s model, they issue:
"... one proviso... Let us not cast aside the power of the abstraction, the
generalizations that help us leave the ground of the concrete... It is... not “mere”

experience that is the best teacher. It is the cycle of experience, reflection,

abstraction, and experimentation that wins the day...” (original italics)
(McAuliffe, in McAulifie and Eriksen, 2002, p. 11).

In this respect too, their views are different from situated learning theory views in which
learning is situated in the concrete, that is, in the doing, and doing assumes a meaning

that incorporates ‘reflection, abstraction and experimentation’.

It seems that McAuliffe and Eriksen are attempting to integrate teaching strategies that
emanate from different philosophical roots (realism and interpretivism) in an attempt to
avoid a ‘dualism’ between; ‘student and curriculum’, ‘discovery and transmission’ and
the ‘content and process’ of learning. (McAuliffe, in McAuliffe and Eriksen, 2002).
However, as I have argued in this thesis, it remains questionable to me as to whether

this integration is viable.
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It seems likely, in a United Kingdom counselling training culture that is shaped by a
view of experiential learning in which experiences and notions of self-development are
narrowly interpreted in terms of the assumptions embedded in a core theoretical model.
that learning will assume formative parameters, irrespective of the core theoretical
model used. This formative view of learning is antithetical to a view of learning as a
potentially transformative process, which is a view of learning that is evident in the
situated learning theory literature, and one that is central in the influential work of
Mezirow (1978). I present a summary of these views in the next section, since they
intluenced my critique of counselling training approaches to learning, and because they
provide a context for attempting to understand the extent to which perturbation may

have a place in facilitating transformative learning on counselling training courses.

Transformative learning.

Mezirow’s rationalist, constructivist theory of adult learning is pertinent to debates in
the area of situated and activity theories of learning, in which formative learning is
distinguished from transformative learning. This distinction 1s apparent in Mezirow’s
concepts of learning as a ‘habit of mind’ (Mezirow, 2000) and learning as a ‘perspective
transformation’ (Mezirow, 2000). Mezirow’s distinction has strong similarities to
distinctions made by sociocultural learning theorists between learning as ‘mastery’ and
learning as ‘appropriation’ (Wertsch, 1998). Wertsch’s view of appropriation and
mastery also gain support from activity theorists such as Billett (2001). Appropriation
and mastery are constructed in terms of active (positive) and passive (negative)
assumptions, respectively. For example, in support of Wertsch’s position, Billett says:
‘... Wertsch (1998) uses the terms “ appropriation” and “ mastery” to make the
distinction between individuals’ interpretive construction of meaning and those in

which external sources are strongly enculturating and result in learning which 1s
unconvincing and superficial...’ (Billett, 2001, p. 30).

Rogoff does not uphold this polarised construction. Rather, in her ‘three plane analysis’
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