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Transformative Learning and Adult Higher Education is a small anthology written by adult
education practitioner-scholars in which they share diverse learning perspectives and practices
utilized in universities for adult learners. The editors and writers of this volume describe
creative experiences,  unconventional  perspectives,  and unusual  pedagogical  methods in  a
variety of educational contexts that lead adults to experience learning that is transformative. A
fundamental premise of the book is that genuine adult learning is synonymous with significant
life change.

The  book’s  animating  notion  is  sociologist  Jack  Mezirow’s  influential  theory  of
Transformational Learning, found in his seminal work, Transformative Dimensions of Adult
Learning (Jossey-Bass, 1991). Some acquaintance with Mezirow’s theory is necessary if one is
to fully appreciate the book since each contributor builds on it or refers to it. According to
Mezirow, transformative learning happens when three things take place in the life of the adult
learner. First, an adult learner changes their understanding of themselves. Second, she or he
revises their behavior. Third, he or she changes their approach to life (19). The contributors to
the book pay homage to the groundbreaking ideas of  Mezirow, but do not always locate
transformative adult learning inside the limits of Mezirow’s definitions. Sometimes the writers
expand the perspectives supplied by Mezirow in avant-garde and provocative ways.

The book is composed of eleven short chapters each written by a different practitioner-scholar
in which she or he shares the transformational learning that took place within a specific group
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of adult learners in a particular context. (For example Chapter 3 explores the learning that
took place between female professors and female doctoral students in the advising process of
working on their dissertations). The writer then usually shares the character of the learning
process  which  catalyzed  the  transformative  change.  Typically,  each  chapter  includes  a
description of the uniqueness of the population of adult learners the writer was involved with,
each chapter gives a report of  the qualitative study the contributor completed,  and each
chapter  contains  the  writer’s  reflections  about  the  learning  process  and  outcomes.  The
chapters are very different from one another, demonstrating the eclectic nature of the learning
experiences and the diverse learners involved. A couple of examples of chapter content may
reflect the variety and uniqueness of the adult learning described in the volume.

Chapter 1 describes the learning journey of eighteen to twenty-eight-year-old emerging adult
undergraduate students who struggle with learning differences (such as dyslexia). The chapter
contributor, utilizing Mezirow’s theory and Marcia Baxter-Magolda’s stages of self-authorship
(13),  details  the  transformational  process  by  which  these  students  went  from  viewing
themselves as intellectually diminished, and therefore inferior to their “smarter” peers, to
being uniquely equipped for life, and therefore confident in engaging life. In this chapter
transformative learning was expressed as overcoming a seemingly indomitable life challenge
and going forward with determination and optimism.

Chapter 2 presents a study of three black women educators: a portraiture of each woman’s
transformative journey is given. One of these women had grown up as a Roman Catholic. Part
of her transformational learning involved acknowledging the inadequacy of the Catholic faith
for  her  and abandoning it  in  favor  of  a  new expression of  Christianity  which she found
generative and liberating. According to the writer of this chapter, transformative learning
involved rebelling against her faith, abandoning an old and insufficient way of living, and
embracing a new way of seeing the world. Adult transformative learning is often depicted in
the eleven chapters as becoming aware of a harmful way of living and discarding it.

The Editor-in-Chief,  Catherine  M.  Wehlburg,  wrote  that  this  book regards  transformative
learning as a “‘rich metaphor’ for exploring the interactions and experiences of students and
faculty in higher education” (3). She goes on to write that one will find “many examples of the
richness of transformative learning” in this volume (3). I agree. The strength of the volume is
its  diversity  in  conceiving of  transformative  learning and describing some of  its  possible
expressions. These conceptions and expressions are sometimes peculiar and idiosyncratic, but
they are always creative and stimulate thought. I found that they beckoned me to stretch the
boundaries of my own pedagogical creativity. Further, I found particular pedagogical practices
described in the book as ones that I could use in my own teaching with a little adjustment to



Published by the Wabash Center for Teaching and Learning in Theology and Religion
301 West Wabash Ave, Crawfordsville, IN 47933

(765) 361-6047 (800) 655-7177 fax (765) 361-6051
Fully Funded by Lilly Endowment Inc. and Located at Wabash College

my context.

The chapters are scholarly, concise, and easy to read. One is able to extract useful ideas
without wading through lengthy, rambling prose. A weakness of the volume is that nearly
every chapter addresses Mezirow’s chief  ideas in such a way as to create the feeling of
redundancy. The repeated recitation of those ideas is unnecessary and tiring.

The seminary where I teach has a mission statement which expresses its intention to provide
its  students  theological  education  that  is  characterized,  in  part,  as  “Christ-centered
transformation.” Thus, I was drawn to this book about transformative learning with the hope
that it would further illuminate my understanding of transformation inside the context of a
confessional  Christian institution.  My seminary,  as  well  as  scores of  schools  with similar
confessional commitments, finds it impossible to think about life transformation apart from
particular content. For example, knowledge of the Christian Scriptures and the life of Jesus
Christ are believed to be necessary catalysts for genuine life change.

Transformative Learning and Adult Higher Education does not venerate any particular content
as necessary for life  transformation.  Instead,  this  volume exalts  process as the means of
transformative learning. Transformation is made possible through the masterful facilitation of
a process which is conceived without many definitive guidelines or boundaries. Teachers and
scholars  in  confessional  learning  contexts  will  likely,  therefore,  find  the  conception  of
transformative learning contained in this book helpful but incomplete.
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