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Learning Conversations 

In their challenging book the authors offer a radical approach to personal and organisational 
growth. Their new science of human learning uses reflective procedures called Learning 
Conversations to enable individuals of all ages, backgmunds and disciplines to become 
more aware of their own learning processes, to challenge the robots within, and those 
personal myths which often disable them as learners. By self-organising their learning they 
achieve insights resulting in improved attitudes and outcomes in study and work, greater 
personal confidence and innovativeness, and an enhanced capacity to learn. 

This deeply personal yet systematic approach offers greater opportunities for self- 
responsibility and for the development of skills, competence and creativity. 

Any organisation acting as a Self-Organised Learning entity c~ more constructively 
enhance the quality of its activities, with a pay-off for individuals and the organisation as a 
whole. Workforce teams, project groups, managers and top executives can create learning 
networks and Self-Organised Learning environments to achieve higher productivity and 
improved job performance, quality of service and cost-effectiveness. They can creatively 
overcome crises and uncertainties, and meet the challenges of our rapidly changing and 
competitive society by evolving flexible strategies that will help to lead to more constructive 
alternative futures. 

Individuals, teachers, trainers and managers in public and private entcrprises, consultants, 
planners, knowledge engineers and many more will find this an invaluable compcndium of 
new and exciting ideas and techniques that will transform their approach and achievements. 

'. . . it's a bookno psychologist and no teacher should be without. It could fundamentally 
change the way in which we approach learning.' 

David Fontana 

Sheila Harri-Augstein is Senior Research Fellow and Deputy Director of the Centre for 
the Study of Human Learning, Brunel University of West London. Laurie Thomas is the 
Founder Director of the Centre for the Study of Human Learning and Car1 Rogers 
Memorial Professor, Clayton University, USA. Together the authors have pioneered the 
theory and practice of Self-Organised Learning. They have presented TV and radio 
programmes, and run seminars and workshops in Europc, the USA, Mexico, Australia, 
India and the UK. Their approach has successfully been introduced into major commercial, 
educational and government organisations. They arc the authors of Selforganised 
Learning (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985). 
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We often mistakenly regard the identification of our learning needs as the responsibility of 
our teacher, trainer or manager. Self-Organised Learning not only offers each of us the 
opportunity of recognising and structuring such needs but enables us to adaptively 
construct strategies for fulfilling these effectively. The S-O-L system has enabled 
individuals and teams to improve their skills and competencies, and to approach the 
changing nature of their jobs and tasks with great confidence and motivation. It has already 
produced very encouraging results in the Post Office, assisting in progress towards higher 
productivity. 

Sir Bryan Nicholson, Chairman, Post Ofice and 
Chairman, CBI Educational Training Affairs Committee 

Learning Conversations is a significant contribution to the theory and practice of Human 
Learning as this is being conversationally reconstructed within the new psychology which 
is now clearly emerging in various forms in many different parts of the world. 

Professor Rom Harre' 

As the founder of cybernetic 'Conversation Theory', I commend Sheila Harri-Augstein 
and Laurie Thomas's recent book, Learning Conversations, as an important and 
significant work to be widely read. They have added to, and independently innovated 
along, congruent although phrased-in-their-own-metaphor directions. 

Professor Gordon Pask 

I regard Laurie and Sheila's work at the Centre for Human Learning as the most important 
endeavour of its kind in the UK. They have brought to the study of 'Human Learning' a 
freshness, a scholarship, and a breadth of sensitivity and understanding which bears few 
comparisons. Their work is actually about people. I find it practical, inventive, 
iconoclastic, and above all realistic. . . I believe that Learning Conversations is a book no 
psychologist or teacher should be without. 

Dr David Fontana, Reader in Educational Psychology 
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To Lavender La1 and our learner-centred clients, past, present and future, in recognition 
of all we have learned and continue to learn with them. In one sense this book belongs to 
them, since each has contributed to its creation. 

Working with people from many walks of life across a whole range of tasks and at 
different levels of responsibility, involving direct line management as well as advisory, 
training and educational services, we have demonstrated the power and effectiveness of 
Learning Conversations. For ourselves and many of our clients the experience has been, 
and is, challenging, exciting and deeply fulfilling, This book has been written with them 
continuously in mind. SAMPLE
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General Introduction: Personal 
Myths about Learning 

Origins 

This book attempts to represent some of the authors' practical experiences and intellectual 
endeavours following a discovery we made some twenty-five years ago. 

As psychologists, our purpose was to develop a better theory of 'real' human learning 
in reaction against theories about what experimenters could teach rats, pigeons or humans 
in the unnatural conditions of the laboratory. We were working intensively with people in 
the natural habitats of home, work, sport, the community and in education to discover how 
they learn. We encouraged them to reflect carefully on their learning experiences and to 
describe these processes to us. We developed special techniques for recording their 
learning activities. We used these records to talk the learners back through their behaviour 
so that they could more precisely reconstruct their learning experiences and report them to 
us. Whilst we questioned their initial explanations, we treated these seriously. We con- 
versed with them to identify descriptions which would satisfy both them and us. 

Some of the subjects of these enquiries became deeply interested in their own leaming 
processes. Indeed, they continued to investigate their learning and to reflect upon their 
findings long after we, the 'real' researchers, had left. Intriguingly, employers, teachers 
and parents went out of their way to inform us of some dramatic changes. We wondered 
what we had done and why it had worked for some and not for others! Then we tried to 
repeat and improve on these results. 

Thus was the idea of a Learning Conversation originally conceived. 
Since then we have conducted Learning Conversations on the shop floor and in the 

board room, on a frigate, on a rugby field and a skating rink, in schools, polytechnics 
and universities, in a bank, the post offices, and in a chain of shoe shops as well as in a 
number of research and development establishments. We have run short courses for 
officers of the Royal Navy, educational psychologists, psychotherapists and counsellors, 
foremen of Clarks Shoes, managers of Dunlop, Shell, ICI and Kelloggs, supervisors and 
managers of the Post Office, as well as teachers and other higher education staff as far 
afield as Madras, Mexico, Sydney and Singapore, and nearer home in Paris, Berne, 
Strasbourg, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Limerick and Milton Keynes. We have worked with 
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2 General Introduction 

factory managers and production teams, quality assurance and personnel staff, with sales 
managers and their customers. We have acted as advisers to general practitioners, archi- 
tects, athletics coaches, teacher trainers, family counsellors, marriage guidance coun- 
sellors and prison governors. 

The theory and practice of Self-Organised Learning (S-0-L) has thus involved action 
research with individuals and groups in a wide range of educational, commercial and 
industrial organisations. Projects have been financially supported by the Ministry of 
Defence, the Post Office and Manpower Services Commission, the Welsh Office, the 
British Council, UNESCO, the Department of Education and Science, the Social Science 
Research Council, the Architectural Association, the Medical Research Council, the Hotel 
and Catering Industry and Air Traffic and Tourist Training Boards, as well as a number of 
individual companies and institutions. 

This massive research enterprise has pioneered the development of a conversational 
technology and a body of knowledge about human learning which we have called Self- 
Organised Learning (S-0-L). The authors' earlier book by that title used the repertory grid 
as a vehicle for introducing the philosophy upon which this book on Learning Con- 
versations is based. This book expands on the theoretical principles of S-0-L and offers a 
compendium of conversational techniques well beyond those in the original volume. 
Within these pages a conversational paradigm for promoting human learning is fully 
addressed. When done well, assembling electronic circuit boards, managing a post office 
which can sort a million letters a day, attempting to row faster than anyone else in the 
world, teaching mathematics, engineering, psychology or law, being able to dress oneself 
without help if handicapped, studying chemistry, computer science, Russian or art, or 
being a 'good' and sensitive parent demands certain levels of skill, knowledge, flexibility, 
judgement and innovation. Each in its own way depends upon the ability to learn effec- 
tively through direct personal experience. 

Learning Conversations and the process of change 

Imagine a six-year-old, a sixteen-year-old, a thirty-six-year-old or a sixty-year-old any- 
where in the world executing any specific task; if it is being done effectively, adaptively 
and with relevance to what is going on around them, they will be more than rote-skilled; 
they will value and be achieving quality in their performance, through developing their 
capacity for learning. This is particularly true in the highly competitive and rapidly 
changing environments of today where often the only constant appears to be the process of 
change itself. The home, the workplace, the school, and all the multitude of situations in 
which we, as human beings, experience and act out our lives are all habitats-in-change, 
demanding new levels of skill, competence and creativity. If this change is not to degener- 
ate into chaos, breeding fear and unreasoning or even violent responses, we each need to 
become more self-organised and discriminatingly responsible for what we learn. By 
organising our learning, we can together participate in and steer the process of change. If, 
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General Introduction 3 

by default, we allow others to organise what we learn and how we learn it we abdicate our 
membership of the fully human race. 

Our research has shown that the development of S-0-L requires an increasing aware- 
ness of the personal processes of learning. Greater insight allows more accomplished use 
of personal learning skills. By reflectively reviewing their direct personal experience 
Self-Organised Learners can better regulate the direction, quality and content of what they 
choose to learn. Each new event becomes an opportunity for learning, for updating skills 
and enhancing competence. The Learning Conversation and its reflective techniques offer 
tools for enriching those functional aspects of skill, competence and creativity, through 
which we achieve quality, personal fulfilment and, occasionally, joy. Every form of human 
endeavour from the billiard room to the board room, from the home to the hospital, from 
the sports field to the battlefield, from centres of research to the factory floor, and from 
weapon guidance to marriage guidance can be enhanced many times over by the ability to 
utilise each experience imaginatively as another learning opportunity. 

The focus of attention is always the Learning Conversation; fundamentally, this puts 
learners in conversation with themselves, but it also enables them to converse more 
effectively with their peers, their tutor, coach, trainer, instructor, therapist, manager, 
spouse or occasionally even their general practitioner, osteopath, lawyer, architect, clair- 
voyant or stockbroker! Such a conversation is not just chit-chat about disconnected 
snippets of experience; rather it is a sustained activity creating an increasing awareness of 
the whole experiential process of learning. 

Many regard this approach as radical, but our observations of pre-school children at 
play or the admittedly more rare fully functioning adult engaged in some equally passion- 
ate activity reveals that the seed of this self-organising ability manifests itself whenever 
purposive and innovative processes play themselves out in learner-friendly environments; 
but this seed needs nurturing. Often it falls on stony ground, withers and dies. We have 
only to scrutinise mankind's outstanding literature, from philosophical essays to fairy 
stories, from biographical accounts and scientific reports to poetry, prose and drama, to 
appreciate the richness of the languages available for conversing about the self-regulatory 
and life-enhancing processes of learning. Not enough of us use these resources for this 
purpose. Education and training do not guide us into such pursuits. 

The process of S-0-L is itself conversational. We learn by conversing with ourselves, 
with others and with the world around us. The learner cannot, by definition, know what 
they have yet to learn, but they can reflect upon their experience, anticipate possibilities, 
act on the basis of these and reflect again upon each new experience. This continuing 
process can be encouraged and enabled through the practice of Learning Conversations. 

S-0-L theory and practice 

It is in the nature of this Learning Conversation that the theory which drives it and the 
methodology by which it is sustained are symbiotically related. They are two perspectives 
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4 General Introduction 

on the one activity, and as such are both intrinsic to it. Any 'personal theory' of the learning 
process must be experiential and therefore, in the final analysis, private. The theory 
expressed as public knowledge may only be personally appreciated through first-hand 
experience. The methodology is only practised effectively when informed (that is, given 
personal meaning) by the theory. Thus, personal understanding of, and competence in 
Learning Conversations is only achieved by 'having a go', reflecting on the experience, 
informing the experience with the 'theory' and then 'having another go', revising one's 
personal theory to do better each time. Once this shift towards a 'conversational paradigm' 
has been made, the theory becomes the practice and the practice becomes the theory. But 
there is always a small productive mismatch between the two. Sometimes the learner 
knows better than they can achieve, at other times they cannot quite understand how they 
produce the results they do. It is this mutual 'boot-strapping' function of the symbiosis that 
is so creative. Most of our more successful clients and our postgraduate students eventually 
comment on this. Months or even years after first believing that they have fully grasped 
S-0-L, they will comment that 'I am only now really beginning to understand what you 
mean by a Learning Conversation. It is both a philosophy and a technology which grows 
and expands the more you use it.' 

The authors attempt to capture the excitement of this approach as they explain, demon- 
strate and converse through the medium of the book. 

Approaches to learning 

Traditional training methods, and educational practices based on curricula embodying 
'expert knowledge', can and often do inadvertently reduce a person's capacity for S-0-L. 
The learners come to accept a non-adaptive 'expert knows best' approach which treats 
them as novices; empty-headed followers needing to be held on a tight leash and led in 
directions specified by the competent few. At best, this results in learners who know how 
to 'submit successfully to being taught, instructed or trained'. They develop into what we 
shall later describe as a series of more or less efficient robots. In new situations, they 
demonstrate few learning skills. Left to their own devices, they have to learn 'the hard 
way' ineptly and blindly from ill-digested experience. At worst, they exhibit almost 
pathological manifestations of rudimentary skills, disabling attitudes to personal com- 
petence, and strongly negative feelings about school, about learning or even about large 
sections of society. Perhaps this is not surprising, for much of the psychology and 
educational research on which this teaching and training is based shares the same outdated 
physical science paradigm of how learning may be investigated, understood and produced. 
We shall attempt to demonstrate why this way of studying the nature of learning will 
always eventually reduce to a 'teacher always knows best' approach, no matter how 
conscientiously its adherents seek to avoid this. 

On the other hand, any too permissive approach to teaching and training based on too 
soft or mystical a psychology can be just as limiting for the learner. Whilst it offers, if only 
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General Introduction 5 

by default, opportunities for self-initiated learning, it does this without stimulating those 
insights and nurturing those skills through which such opportunities may be exploited. 
Such 'discovery' approaches are often based on an undeveloped, even stunted version of 
the personal science paradigm advocated by Car1 Rogers. His writings give form to the 
belief that the right psychological conditions will produce a flowering of the individual. 
But a diffuse concern for the learner arising perhaps out of a mixed-up sentimentality does 
not generate these conditions; neither does the laissez-faire approach created when people 
think that they can go along with these ideas without fully understanding them. 

Despite the contradictary but nevertheless strong pressures of the behaviourist and 
humanistic trends of the past thirty years, the better teachers have never quite fallen 
completely into either of these learning reduction traps. They 'intuitively' develop a 
conversational approach, at least for those learners with whom they feel they can be 
successful. Some pick the high flyers, others the lame ducks; but many a gifted teacher's 
understanding of their own skills remains tacit, leading to the mistaken view that 'good 
teachers are born, not made'. We find it more useful to believe that they make themselves, 
but are unable to describe how they achieve this. Their acceptance that they are 'naturally 
gifted' or have a 'knack' with learners has, so far prevented them from joining a scattered 
few in pioneering a conversational science, the principles of which can be formulated, 
tested and developed as rigorously as its better-established precursors. The experience of 
teachers and trainers, carefully sifted and reflected upon, could greatly enrich this en- 
deavour. 

The search for a new approach 

In his Foreword to our previous book, Self-Organised Learning, the late Don Bannister 
comments that the CSHL's approach 'performs a kindly, necessary and powerful act: it 
rehabilitates the concept of learning'. The ways in which we have experimented with and 
defined learning cannot meaningfully be filed in the pigeon holes of 'cognition', 'moti- 
vation', 'emotion', 'behaviour', 'IQ' or 'traits'; nor into the traditional approaches of 
educational practice, training and therapy. These are entrenched in old psychologies and 
outmoded languages. Our reflective, process-based methodology begins from the boun- 
daries of 'learning experiments' as described by George Kelly in The Psychology of 
Personal Constructs (page 77): 

the problem of learning is not merely one of determining how many or what kinds of 
reinforcements fix a response, but rather how does a subject personally phrase the 
experience and what validations of personal predictions do they reap? When a subject 
fails to meet the experimenter's expectations it may be inappropriate to say that 'she or 
he has not learned'; rather one might say that what the subject learned was not what the 
experimenter expected him or her to learn. 

This perspective on learning has led us to question the appropriateness of various 
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paradigms of research. In focusing on learning as a uniquely individual process, we have 
framed our research endeavours within a 'conversational paradigm' which is both person- 
centred and systematic. We have developed a reflective methodology and a content-free 
technology which preserve the integrity and humanity of individual experience, and which 
are demonstrably capable of enhancing people's capacity for learning. 

In our search for a new approach we have been particularly inspired by contemporary 
themes introduced by a number of researchers and thinkers spanning a wide range of 
disciplines. These included C. Rogers (Freedom to Learn), A. Newel1 and H. Simon 
(Problem Solving), G. Kelly (Reflexive Theory of Man as Personal Scientist), K. Godel 
(Open Systems), G. Pask (Mechanisms of Consciousness), I. Illich (Celebration of Aware- 
ness), G. Jung (Synchronicity), M. Minsky (Representation of Knowledge), G. Bateson 
(Ecology of Mind), M. Warnock (Imagination), H. Maturana (Forms of Knowing), R. 
Pirsig (Quality), J. Bruner (Strategies of Learning), M. Polyani (Tacit Knowing and 
Explicit Knowledge), L. Zadeh (Probablistic (fuzzy) Thinking), R. Laing (Incoherence 
within Personal Meaning), A. Maslow (Creative Encounter), G. Miller, E. Galanter and K. 
Pribrarn (Images and Plans), K. Lorenz (Living Matter as Mirrors of Reality), W. 
McCulloch (Embodiments of Mind), J. Searle (Intentionality and Understanding), as well 
as the radical intuitivism of Eastern psychology and Zen practice. 

Our progress has involved discarding our earlier 'physical science' stance in which our 
subjects' explanations were treated merely as data for our 'psychological' theory building, 
and also discarding the 'personal science' stance which assumes that people must explain 
themselves to themselves, and that the role of the experimenter is merely that of creating 
the conditions in which this may happen. We have contributed to the development of a 
'conversational science' based on the premise that no one can explain themselves unaided, 
nor can they exploit their infinite (almost) potential by being facilitated by an exclusively 
non-directive practitioner. The unique attribute of humans is that they 'converse'. Separate 
nodes of meaning construction (namely, people) can pool their experiences, identify needs 
and purposes, critically evaluate performance strategies and develop a language for 
enhanced awareness of this very process. The role of the psychologist (experimenter, 
teacher, manager) becomes that of tool-maker and provider, observer and joint interpreter 
of the evolving conversational experiment in which both subject and psychologist are full 
but different participants. Whilst meaning is shared, each participant remains free to 
reconstruct new meanings and these augment the potential of the conversation. The 
conditions of a conversational experiment require that the content and process is controlled 
according to a developing recognition of the nature of what each can contribute. This 
cannot be totally specified before the experiment, but there are priorities. Only the sub- 
ject/learner can tap his or her personal experience, but the experimenter can observe 
behaviour and recruit methodological skills to drive the experiment forward. 

Underpinning this methodology is our definition of learning as: 

'the conversational construction of personally significant, relevant and viable meaning' 
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and meaning as: 

'purposeful patterns of thoughts and feelings which are the basis of our anticipations 
and actions'. 

Thus behaviour and experience are seen as indicators of: 

'a coherent personal process which is itself conversational'. 

Most of education, training and psychology is built on the assumption that there are 
knowable best ways of learning and that these can be discovered using a scientific method 
which has long been discarded by contemporary philosophers (Popper), scientists 
(Medawar) and physicists (Heisenberg). As psychologists we know very little about the 
means by which personal ventures in learning are undertaken, nor why and how some 
individuals are more competent than others. This is the recognised gap that we have 
attempted to fill in developing a discipline of human learning in its own right. It has 
involved a new synthesis of contemporary themes from philosophy, neo-cybernetics, 
knowledge engineering, physiology, computer science, biology, engineering and psycho- 
logy. We have carried out this work over the past twenty-five years at Bmnel in pursuit of 
our vision that mankind can only creatively survive the challenges of this age of rapid 
change by evolving our capacity for learning. Only this can provide us with the resource 
to negotiate change, to prevent man-made catastrophes, to achieve success and to attain 
new standards of excellence and quality in our various human endeavours. 

Personal beliefs, values and myths about learning 

Life is a continuing opportunity for learning. What and how each of us learns depends upon 
what we bring to each event and what we make of each experience. For the authors or one 
of our clients each of the following events was a personally significant and valued learning 
experience. 
Learning about: 

- cooking 'whilst living on my own for a year in a foreign country with what was for 
me an unpalatable cuisine'; 

- divorce 'whilst living with a mum and dad hell bent on destroying each other'; 
- personal fulfilment 'when awarded a first-class degree after years of hard study'; 
- the power of the intellect 'through a succession of chats at the bar with a gifted 

science teacher'; 
- a sense of pride 'whilst stripping and re-building an old motorcycle which had been 

discarded as scrap'; 
- coping with personal crisis 'when my girlfriend fell for another bloke'; 
- writing 'by being forced to edit and re-write my thesis many times'; 
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- personal care 'after surviving a nasty fall on a mountain'; 
- controlling one's temper 'by trying to keep cool whilst supervising difficult staff'; 
- maths 'by persevering to produce a short, well-formed proof'; 
- problem identification 'when I was forced to chair a very sticky meeting whilst the 

managing director was away'; 
- history 'by living with the Mexican Indians in the Chiappas and then reading 

Spanish, Mexican and North American accounts of the Conquistadores'; 
- scientific method 'whilst doing a fifth-form project'; 
- molecular biology and genetic engineering 'by getting to know a Cambridge pro- 

fessor rather well, reading The Double Helix, participating in the gossip about Crick 
and Watson, and becoming the mother of a test-tube baby'; 

- sculpture 'by spending a whole day blindfolded with a tree'; 
- teaching 'by working closely with my sixth formers to make sure that they developed 

originality of thought'; 
- joy and despair 'by truly sharing the experience of writing a book with Laurie'; 
- what is meant by a learning conversation 'by having to role play as a "learning coach 

in front of my boss and my subordinates'; 
- man as personal scientist and psychological reflexivity 'after sharing a Chinese meal 

with George Kelly'; 
- loneliness and misery 'when I was forced to take early retirement'; 
- self-esteem 'when I was shunted sideways out of my job as manager of a big high 

street bank'; 
- mapping 'when I really saw how coordinate geometry mapped diagrammatic geo- 

metry on to algebra'; 
- ridicule 'when as a broad Cockney speaker just arrived at the posh grammar school, 

I was made to stand on a stool in front of the class and try to pronounce French verbs'; 
- limitations of the best possible training 'when I desperately tried to help deal with 

attacking aircraft as air intercept controller on HMS Xxxx in the Falklands'; 
- leaming 'when I was found playing with a Dinky toy under the desk top, the Latin 

master reprimanding me by declining words rythmically on my head with a wooden 
ruler'; 

- training techniques 'by running four-week short courses on work study end to end for 
two years'; 

- management 'by discovering as an assistant production manager in a precision 
engineering firm that understanding how the equipment worked was less important 
than understanding how the people worked'; 

- conversation 'by role playing a Rogerian being taught by a Skinnerian'; 
- being professional 'whilst running a seminar for a group of clinical psychologists 

who accused me of being too self-effacing'; 
- teaching being different from leaming 'by discovering that some of my best A-level 

students failed during their first year at university'. 
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Such experiences are neither totally subjective nor objective; their significance does not 
reside solely in objective reality (for instance, on the mountain or in the bar), nor are they 
purely subjective (for instance, 'just whatever I think and feel'). They are significantly 
how one acts, thinks, feels and reacts in a specific set of situations. People seek meaning; 
the conversational process of achieving personal meaning is learning. 

Personally significant and valued learning through experience is not imposed by 
Skinnerian conditioning, nor is it achieved by inventing any reality we choose. It is 
achieved by exercising the freedom to learn in 'conversational encounters' which are 
valued by using criteria which arise from within the experience itself. Thus, we do not 
necessarily learn from life's experiences, only through awareness, reflection and review 
of such encounters from within a conscious system of personal beliefs, values, needs and 
purposes. This is a highly skilled activity. Each of our clients, including ourselves, came 
to value these learning experiences more fully after being 'talked-back' through the 
experience and then systematically helped to reflect upon it. 

It may require many Learning Conversations involving an increasingly wide range of 
experiences before individuals gain such insights as: 

- learning is a skill which can itself be learned; 
- learning by experience is more effective when treated as a conscious, reflective, 

evaluative and developing process; 
- apprenticeship or studentship, being a trainee or a probationer are all skilled 

activities in which what might have taken years of repeated activity can be achieved 
in weeks or months; 

- self-organisation in learning is an insightful and purposive activity demanding 
greater responsibility, flexibility, skill and judgement than is required in 'submitting 
to being taught or instructed'; and 

- developing one's capacity for learning can be challenging, creative and fun. 

Learning by experience involves the complete person. How a person's learning is organ- 
ised and where the locus of control resides need to be carefully considered. Self- 
Organised Learners are better able to control their individual destinies; other-organised 
learners are victims of their fate. We are all both. 

The Self-Organised Learner continues to learn the skills of learning, thus being able to 
live fully in events, trusting his or her fully functioning self as a test-bed for validating 
his or her constructions of experience. Analagous to George Kelly's 'personal scientist', 
Self-Organised Learners are free to use behaviour to validate their understanding. 
Behaviour is not merely a series of experiments each designed to test separate 
hypotheses; it is a continuing conversation with reality, in which personal meaning can 
be further developed and more comprehensively validated. All the artefacts of human 
endeavour, which together form the mind-pool of a culture, can be construed as learning 
resources by the Self-Organised Learner. We attain our freedom to learn by exercising 
judgement and achieving a selectivity that matches our requirements. I t  is in this 
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exercise and the skills it develops that the capacity for self-organisation emerges and 
matures. 

The notion of S-O-L enables us to conceive of all knowing as relative. Any particular 
segment of personal meaning related to a task, topic, person or physical event can only be 
temporary. It will evolve with experience and as the content or purpose changes. In 
constructing and validating their views, people develop their own 'personal myths'. We 
introduce this term to designate the 'personal knowing' that results from enduring long- 
term conversational encounters. The term 'myth' is meant to carry all its positive, negative, 
allegorical and transcendental implications. There is a vast range of viable personal myths 
that can be developed around any topic. These myths 'work' with different qualities of 
effectiveness for the range of situations, purposes, people and events within which their 
originators develop them. Some myths are disabling, others can be very enabling. Effective 
personal myths arise when learners are freed to exercise whatever capacity for con- 
versational science they currently possess. Once this process is active they develop an 
increasingly healthy and robust capability to create and validate effective 'theories', 
beliefs and values. On being exposed to public knowledge, their idiosyncratic associations, 
analogies, selections, reorganisations, rejections and reconstructions subtly transform it 
and make it personal. Even when the resulting myth appears to others as identical to a 
public version, the active process of S-O-L will have built it into the individual's unique 
experience and personal patterns of meaning, so that it ceases to be 'academic knowledge' 
and becomes integral to their understanding of events. 

Ineffective learners are unable to revise their personal myths and so remain victims of 
their own inadequate constructions. At any age, personal myths can become ultra-stable, 
apparently unchangeable, and the person's functioning takes on a robot-like complexion. 
Most of us live within a system of rather rigidly held myths about ourselves, about events 
and others in our world, and about physical reality. We cannot change our personal myths 
overnight, nor should we; but accepting the relativity of personal meaning, we can 
purposefully and self-critically bring these myths into greater awareness. When we begin 
to see our myths as productive, as the best understanding we can achieve at the moment, 
we can create opportunities for challenging and further exploring their value and we can 
experience the excitement of refining, elaborating, deconstructing and re-building them. 
The Learning Conversation is the vehicle for charting this personal voyage. 

Almost always, as we embark on this voyage with students, apprentices, teachers, 
managers and many other professionals, we discover a welter of tightly held, ultra-stable 
myths about personal learning. Most people have arrived at convictions about their own 
learning; their myths of themselves as learners. These have almost always been achieved 
on less than adequate evidence. People have either been brainwashed by someone else's 
assessment of them - for example, parents, teachers and peers - or, having found them- 
selves in less than optimal conditions to learn, they have generalised the results of their 
experiences as a commentary on their own capabilities. Such assumptions very easily 
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become self-validating. If you believe you are dumb, unrnusical or a bit of a joker it is very 
easy to confirm your belief. It is more difficult to transcend it. 

Tutors and instructors also develop assumptions, prejudices and understanding about 
the nature of learning. Sometimes they have one set of myths for understanding their 
students and another set for understanding themselves. Their beliefs about learning in 
others are created whilst teaching or instructing, which is seen as a different process from 
learning for oneself. Together the instructor's myth of the learner and the learner's myths 
of themselves create a conversational frame which largely defines the quality of what gets 
learned. The interaction of these myths forms the basis of the teaching-learning relation- 
ship; but whilst it remains unrecognised, this conversational frame is not negotiable. Those 
researchers who fail to appreciate this have refined these myths into psychological and 
educational theories. Their academic authority tightens the knot of learners' and teachers' 
mutually disabling beliefs. Conversations with learners, teachers, trainers and researchers 
have enabled us to explore their personal myths. The following sections examine some of 
these. We end this General Introduction by outlining our own myths which are the 
foundation of the methodology for negotiating learning conversations so that people may 
enhance their skill, competence and creativity. 

Learners' myths 

In this section we intend to concentrate on the learner's own beliefs, values and prejudices, 
or what we have come to term the deeply held robot-like personal myths about one's own 
learning. Our finding is that most people are disabled learners. Their myths disable them; 
but being largely unaware of how they learn they do not know how slowly or badly they 
do it. Unless they fail miserably in an assignment or task or are warned by their instructors, 
teachers or managers that they are likely to be removed from the course or sacked from the 
job, they remain imprisoned by their tacitly held views of themselves. Believing that their 
capacity for learning is inborn - that is, a matter of 'intelligence', 'personality' or the more 
specific 'talents' - they make little attempt to improve their skills as learners. 

The universality of underdeveloped learning capacity often goes unrecognised because 
so many of our peers are similarly handicapping themselves. Expectations are low. The 
occasional exception is the maverick high flyer who develops remarkable expertise and is 
seen as 'gifted'. This does nothing to change the general level of expectation of what can 
be learned, by whom, how thoroughly and how quickly. Expectations are transformed once 
we see the high flyer as someone who, having learned how to learn, has learned how to fly. 
Most of us could be up there too, if we so chose. 

We have all seen people whose life trajectory has changed and who have developed 
skills and competences for which they did not believe they had the 'necessary talents'. In 
our terms, their personal myths have been challenged and their beliefs about their own 
learning capacity have changed. 
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The following remarks made within a series of Learning Conversations were all seen as 
disabling myths: 

- You need to have green fingers to ... 
- I am no good at figures/writing ... 
- I'm not clever enough to ... 
- I've no sense of perspective so I can't draw ... 
- I'm hopeless with mechanical things ... 
- Ugh! Poetry! ! 
- You have to be able to handle people to ... 
- It's all that paperwork that ... 
- I've got this stutter that comes on when ... 
- I have no feel for painting/ sculpture/ Shakespeare/ classical music ... 
- I'm all fingers and thumbs when it comes to ... 
- I could never open my mouth at a public meeting ... 

In helping learners to reflect upon and challenge some of their myths, we have gradually 
identified and developed a category system. 

1 The scope and nature of what may be learned; 
2 Opportunities for learning; 
3 Conditions that influence learning; 
4 Personal processes involved in learning; 
5 Personal capacity for learning. 

We have used these categories to work with people who wish to become more aware of 
their myths, and so challenge them. Learners' myths can be broadly classified into: 

l The scope and nature of what may be learned 

Examples of comments which indicate myths about what may be learned include: 

- I'm just not musical, artistic, good with my hands, mathematical, good with people, 
patient, tough enough, political and so on; 

- well, with milking cows I watched my father and got the general gist of it, then it was 
just a matter of practice and waiting to get better; 

- I think with most things it's a question of letting it come out. It may be there but you 
may never find yourself in a situation in which you need to use it; 

- well, there are two types of learning - one is 'parrot fashion' and the other is 'really 
understanding it'; 

- you can only learn things if you want to, if they interest you; 
- I suppose that was character-building. 
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'What may be learned' can be further refined in two ways: 

(a) to what extent is what is to be learned outside or inside you? 
(b) How 'learnable' is 'it'? 

The 'learnability' of, for example, maths, English (that is, school subjects) or football, 
reading, cooking, cars (leisure topics) or politics, religion, charities (beliefs), can be judged 
along a 'common-sense' scale. For example: 

(a) Learnable 
If I really worked at that I could certainly learn it. 
I wonder whether we could do anything together. If you conduct a learning 
conversation with me over .... 
I suppose a really good teacher might bang that into me but it would be really hard 
going. 
You may pick it up in your early years but it's almost impossible later. 

(b) Unlearnable 
5 You've either got it or you haven't. 

Each learner has deep-rooted assumptions about 'what is learnable'. Some will talk only 
in terms that refer outside themselves. They will talk in terms of topics, tasks, situations 
and events. Topics are 'known' or 'understood'. For most learners certain topics are 
'impos- sibly difficult'. Tasks are more action-orientated, associated with producing a 
given result, and with performances, such as: making a flower arrangement, chairing a 
meeting, winning an Olympic gold medal, sustaining a good relationship or auditing a set 
of books. All learners will have low expectations of ever being able to do certain tasks. 
'Situations' and 'events' will usually yield topics, task performances and attitudes. Again 
the learn- ability of situation-specific 'feelings', or the production and control of attitudes 
will be questioned. Attitudes that are unrecognised or expressed in objective terms are 
difficult to reflect upon. 

Moving from the outside one step inwards, tasks decompose into skills. 'Topics' 
decompose into 'areas of personal knowing'. Some people will already be thinking in these 
terms. Others will be prepared to do so once it is suggested to them. Others will begin 
positively but will find it increasingly difficult to separate the skill or the knowing from the 
specific task or topic. 

However, 'knowledge', 'skills' and 'attitudes' are still orientated towards the outside: 
we can move further inside. Knowledge can be discussed in terms of 'memory', 'under- 
standing', 'thinking skills', 'problem-solving', 'creativity'. Skills can be talked about in 
terms of the parts of the body involved in the performance or the perceptions or sensory 
system involved, the pattern of activity, its intentionality or purposiveness. Attitudes can 
be discussed in terms of the emotions involved and understanding how the 'thinking, 
feeling, perceiving, doing' system works. Terms like 'senses' or 'perception' begin to lead 
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into discussion of appreciation and observation as in watching a football match, listening 
to music and so on. Can one perceive differently? Can one become a more involved 
observer? 

Eventually it becomes possible to discuss imagery, imagination, morality, confidence, 
logic, intelligence, sociability and even personal health in terms of the learner's myths 
about their 'learnability'. It cannot be emphasised too strongly that any particular category 
system for myths is much less important than helping the person to begin to converse with 
themselves about what may be learned. Once the learner is beginning to think about the 
scope of what may be learned and the nature of that learning, they can confront their beliefs 
about what cannot be learned, what they believe are givens. Finding oneself expressing a 
seemingly fixed belief that 'I could never learn that' or 'I don't think that kind of thing is 
learned' may become the first step towards change. 

2 Opportunities for learning 

This category reveals learners' tacit beliefs about opportunities for learning. 

(a) must be constructed by an expert; 
(b) may occur naturally; 
(c) can be constructed by the learner to enhance his or her own learning. 

The learner's ideas about the nature of what may be learned will form personal myths 
about the opportunities for learning. If their thinking is restricted to (a) above then what is 
seen as opportunities will largely be shaped by their experiences of education and training. 
Naturally occurring opportunities (b) such as 'holidays' or 'meeting new people' can be 
further analysed into situations, events and resources. As these are reflected upon, the 
number of alternatives multiplies. Reflecting systematically on opportunities for learning 
in this way suggests that one might begin to construct these for oneself (c). This liberates 
the learner to explore how they can design opportunities suited to their needs and purposes. 

Situations 

- being stranded at Qatar airport and meeting an Indian Greek Orthodox priest; 
- spending Saturday mornings with my grandfather on his allotment; 
- having two days to work on the skills trainer before my crucial test on 150" intercepts; 
- the field trip to Tregaron bog. 

Events 

- having to do a finals year project; 
- a three-day negotiation with the union; 
- the two-week training camp in Italy; 
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- competing with Ron in class for who could first finish the weekly physics test 
correctly; 

- finding out from my GP what the surgeon did to me on the operating table. 

Resources 

- a set of leaflets from the World Wildlife Organisation; 
- a new spreadsheet program on the departmental word processor; 
- my own personal views on industrial waste; 
- my friends on the design course; 
- the waiter who could speak Russian and Greek; 
- the information I already knew from doing a project on pollution; 
- the video on a family of dolphins in Cardigan Bay. 

The greatest resource of learners is their own experience. Few fully tap the rich vein of 
gold which is constructed within. 

Self-organisation emerges as the learner continues to reflect on all these possible 
opportunities for learning. The richest opportunity is that which emerges as the learner 
becomes able to converse fully with him- or herself. 

3 Conditions that influence learning 

Once learners are really beginning to think about their learning they will almost always 
begin to talk about the conditions that influence them. These divide naturally into: 

(a) conditions in the outside world; 
(b) conditions in the person as a learner. 

(a) Conditions in the outside world 

Students from all walks of education exhibit remarkably rigid myths about the outside 
conditions necessary for their 'effective' learning. One engineering student moved lodg- 
ings five times in one term because he could only learn in 'total silence'. Such personal 
myths about conditions of learning may even operate at the level of personal magic, 
imprisoning learners within self-perpetuating cycles of feelings which often inhibit any 
attempt to improve their capacity to learn. 

- I must sit up at a table on a hard chair. 
- I learn most when I can spread out all over the floor on my cushions with all my books 

and papers around me. 
- I must have at least 3 or 4 hours at a stretch. 
- I learn most when I work in short bursts, say half an hour at a time, and then have 

coffee or take a walk. 
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- Early morning is the best studying time. 
- I find 10 p.m. to 2 a.m. are my most productive times. 
- I like the quiet of the library. 
- I can only work when I have the radio on as background. 

(b) Conditions in the person as a learner 

Many of a person's beliefs about 'how I like it to be "out there" whilst I am learning' are 
stated in terms of 'getting oneself into the right mood'. Many people believe that they have 
to be in a 'state of readiness for learning'. 

- I must be interested in something before I can learn it. 
- I have to feel inspired before I can really write anything worthwhile. 
- If I really puzzle away at a maths problem late in the evening and I can't solve it, 50 

per cent of the time if I sleep on it I wake up much further forward and much clearer 
in the morning. 

- I have this ritual of having a cup of coffee and listening to 'Deep Purple' which really 
gets me going if I don't feel like working. 

- I find that talking things over with Alan and Mitzie often gets me in the right mood. 
I come back and sit up and it just flows. 

What models of personal dynamics lie embedded in these myths? What assumptions about 
cause and effect might the Learning Conversation reveal? Many of these myths express the 
deep assumptions of other-organised learners. They assume that learning is something that 
happens to them; minimally 'I must wait for it to happen' or 'if the outside conditions are 
right then ....' One step towards self-organisation is the 'I can teach myself' assumption. 
This is a useful halfway stage since the person is accepting some responsibility, but it is 
the 'teacher within' that takes the initiative and acts on the 'learner within'. This still leaves 
the learner being taught. 

4 Personal processes involved in learning 

These aspects of personal myths relate to the 'internal conditions' of the previous category 
but there is a subtle difference: now it is not our teacher within but the learner who is taking 
the initiative. 

Examples of myths about the processes of learning 

- A clock repairer: I learn most by doing and listening, and then persisting until I have 
solved the problem and have got it sounding right. 

- A judo champion: I spent two months every day just lightly holding this Japanese 
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master's belt and getting a feel for how he was shifting his weight, his balance; then 
he let me try another throw and suddenly it all fell into place. 

- A mathematician: I see numbers in coloured shapes and patterns; I can change them 
but they also have a life of their own which I can trust. 

- A student: When I learn, I throw out most of it as rubbish and decide very carefully 
what I commit to memory. 

This last example was elicited from a mature twenty-nine-year-old student who was 
convinced that his memory was of a fixed capacity and that for every new item learned, he 
would automatically forget one already committed to memory. In real life this myth about 
his learning processes coloured most of his activities. It is here that the Learning Con- 
versation can begin to get to grips with a learner's real beliefs about how he learns. Beliefs 
about how one learns are usually vague and fragmented and do not afford great insights 
into the personal learning process so one cannot recruit them into producing enhanced 
performance of a task. 

When asked to comment on how they learn, most people in most walks of life, including 
teachers, are quite inarticulate. When they do begin to describe their own processes, they 
do so in terms that often show very little ability to observe themselves. Their descriptions 
are erroneous when evaluated against records of their own learning activity. Learning 
Conversations within each new action research project tediously verify this. The few who 
can provide the more lucid accounts are almost totally task-focused or content-bound. 
These people can discuss how they learned this, that or the other but they cannot super- 
ordinate these specific learning experiences to describe the ways in which they control, or 
fail to control, the process of learning itself. People struggle to learn, often vague about 
their aims and purposes, and believing that learning is something which happens to them 
rather than a process which can be got to grips with and improved as a skill in its own 
right. Very few ever reveal criteria for evaluating their success, believing that the expert 
or instructor knows best. Being process-blind, they either successfully submit to being 
instructed or become alienated from education. Those who later are lucky with some job 
training opportunity fail to learn more generally about their own capacity for learning. 

What fails to be appreciated in conscious awareness is that learning embodies as much 
feeling as thought and as much action as reflection. Our representations of personal myths 
are multi-faceted; kinaesthetic, iconic, auditory, tactile as well as symbolic forms; all these 
mediate in a process language about learning. In learning to pilot a helicopter, to control a 
combine harvester, to use a manual, to lead a scout patrol, to operate a computer, each form 
of representation plays its part, albeit almost always unconsciously. This tacit represen- 
tation underlies and conditions how we all learn. Herein dwell our deepest myths about our 
processes of learning. 

The 'feelers', 'visualisers' or 'memorisers' do not realise that those who can recognise 
their learning processes 'through their muscles' or have 'auditory memory' are equally 
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convinced that everyone learns as they do. The increased capacity for learning that results 
from achieving multiple controlled 'imagery' or 'memory' by recognising one's own 
mode as neither inevitable nor a genetic endowment, but as one of many alternate modes, 
becomes a quantum leap in personal learning. All that is needed is a personal system 
whereby all the bits of information can be brought together into a coherent language about 
the learning process, which can be used as a vehicle for recognising and reflecting upon 
the process as a dynamic whole. This is part of the meta language of S-0-L. In sports 
coaching there has been some work on the 'inner game' but this is as yet only scratching 
the surface of what might be done. 

Attempts at the overt expression of personal learning processes depend therefore on a 
deep awareness of process. Unless such internal representations can be reconstructed for 
reflection and review, learning competence cannot be developed. Unfortunately, training 
and education gives too much emphasis to content and the end products of learning, 
preventing learners from sensitively monitoring their own internal processes. Many end up 
as fairly average robots, totally vulnerable, neither able to cope with crises nor to use their 
initiative to adapt their skills to meet the challenges of new experiences. 

5 Personal capacity for learning 

Learning Conversations reveal myths about personal aptitudes and learning skills. Such 
myths are often seen as innate capacities. Learners feel that they have no 'talent' for maths, 
writing, performing manual tasks, managing people, controlling air intercepts, chairing a 
meeting, preparing good lectures, or becoming a captain's secretary; for marching, making 
friends, asking questions, dealing with tricky situations, coping with boredom or for giving 
orders. 

Deeper still are myths about their own 'intelligence', 'personality' and 'learning' style, 
with very little awareness of the implications for their own learning. The following 
comments on myths about learning capacities illustrate this. 

- I do not have a radar eye. 
- I'd like to become an instructor but I am not clever enough. 
- I can only memorise it if I write it all out in longhand. 
- I'm a practical woman. I don't understand all that theory. 
- I've got a natural talent with animals but not with children. 
- I can read in five different languages but I'll never understand graphs and tables. 
- I'm a plodder and risk-taking is definitely not for me. 
- I'm a member of Mensa so I know I'm right about that. 
- It takes years of experience to be able to do that well. 

Only through a gradual but deepening reflection on personal learning experiences can 
people distance themselves from their own thoughts, feelings, beliefs and values to observe 
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their own myths. Those myths that limit their horizons can then be seen as open to change. 
They can also come to appreciate myths for what they really are - segments of personal 
meaning which can themselves be brought under review and reconstructed. Although this 
classification of personal myths provides a useful descriptive frame, its full power lies in 
its use as a reflective tool in the Learning Conversation. The first step towards S-0-L lies 
in recognising the relativity of personal knowing as personal myths open to change. 

Activity One Becoming aware of one's own personal myths about learning This activity 
allows you to build a taxonomy of your personal myths, so that you may reflect upon them. 

Stage l The scope and nature of what may be learned 

Start by talking your way through a typical day at home, work, college or any social event 
in the community. Note down separately the events or activities in which you are involved, 
each on 4" X 3" pieces of paper or 'cards'. Be specific: for example, making a telephone 
call, driving the car, reporting to my boss, writing a letter, diagnosing the fault in my 
washing machine, reading Chomsky's Syntactic Structures. Extend the day to include a l l  
possible activities. Now think about the weekend, holidays, unusual days of one kind or 
another. Sort your cards into two more or less equal sized piles: 

I could improve versus That would be 
at that difficult to do 

anything about 

Now sort each of these piles into two, and so on until you have five piles, that is, a 
five-point scale. 

Look through '1' and think about what it is you would be learning if you were to 
improve. Now look through ' 5 '  - what is it that you feel is unlearnable? Look through and 
identify the 'types of thing' which you feel you could learn (1.2 and 3) and the 'types of 
thing' which you feel unable to do much about (3, 4 and 5). Think about your 
'learnability' profile and the 'outside' versus 'inside' differentiation made in category 3 
earlier (page 15). 

Stage 2 Opportunities for learning 

Now pick some item (or class of items) in 2 or 3 of the scale. Identify the 'types' of 
opportunities for learning associated with this. Note this on the back of the card(s). Use the 
situation, people, events, cues to help you. 

Work your way through all the items in 1 ,2  and 3. Now sort your cards into 'types' of 
learning opportunity required. Be fairly discriminating. Now use the 'must be designed by 
an expert', 'naturally occurring' and 'could be made by me' classification to reveal the 
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areas where you are 'other-organised', those that are 'happenstance' and those where you 
feel you could be self-organised. 

Stage 3 Conditions that influence learning 

Use your cards to record the 'conditions for learning' (external and internal) you feel are 
required for each item. 

Stage 4 Personal processes involved 

How do these relate to the opportunities? 
Now add the processes of learning which you feel each item would call into play. Could 

these be developed as learning skills? Relate these to the 'conditions' and 'opportunities'. 
Now, as your personal myths about yourself as a learner emerge, what do they tell you? 

Stage 5 Personal capacity for learning 

Think about what is revealed about your implicit assumptions about your capacity for 
learning. Take one learnability item from, say, 3 , 4  or 5 on the scale and challenge your 
own assumption. Work your way through all the items. Learn to 'wiggle your toes 
indepen- dently', 'get fitter', or whatever. Have fun! 

The professional myths of teachers, trainers, education researchers, psychologists 
and other social scientists 

No matter how peculiar or bizarre myths about personal learning may appear to be, there 
is almost certainly some professional group who has already thought about leaming and 
studied it systematically from that point of view. Sweets and the rod (crime and punish- 
ment), randomness (one-shot learning), unconscious intuition (sleep learning) and mnem- 
onics (systematic memorising) are just a few examples. The professional literature of the 
past fifty years takes on a very different appearance once one begins to look at it as 
systematic refinement of the personal myths of teachers, trainers, psychologists and 
sociologists. The generators of these myths can be divided into three groups: those who 
wish to produce or control the learning of others, those that are interested in their own 
learning, and those that are interested in actively understanding the learning of others and 
in helping them become 'better' learners. 

The first group would talk in terms of improving the quality of instruction. They largely 
operate from within the 'physical science paradigm'. Much of this reduces to 'behaviour- 
ism' which assumes that the process of instruction produces the learning and that the 
learner 'receives' it. The second 'humanistic' group recognises that learners produce their 
own learning and that 'resources for learning' will be helpful only to the extent that 
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learners make use of them. The third group, to which the authors now belong, recognises 
that learners and teachers or trainers each have a part to play. They concentrate not only on 
the learners' processes but also on the nature and quality of the conversational frame 
within which they operate. 

Having once identified the perspective of our professional we can begin to appreciate 
more clearly just what it is that they are trying to do. We can begin to see how their 
methods relate to their purposes. If we temporarily accept their purpose, we can make a 
systematic analysis of their methods and their findings. This leads us to confront a major 
philosophical issue: whether their whole enterprise reduces to a self-perpetuating myth. 
Can we see it revealed as an interlocking set of self-validating hypotheses? Did Skinner's 
assumptions about rats and pigeons so condition how he went about training them that the 
nature of his findings were already contained within his explanation? The work of Konrad 
Lorenz would suggest that other assumptions lead to other findings. Can we see the whole 
pattern of educational theory as a series of personal myths which have been more or less 
well researched, often elaborated and seemingly validated from within their own per- 
spective? Each position creates methods that are remarkably well suited to obtaining the 
types of evidence that are required, which work from within their own framework but 
which do not challenge, much less escape from, the assumptions out of which they arose. 
Can educational research ever be any more than a vast array of well-researched and 
elaborated self-perpetuating myths? 

The authors do not believe that the three paradigms - the physical science, the humanis- 
tic or 'personal science' and the conversational - are merely alternatives from which we 
take our pick. They differ in their implicit models of the nature of human beings. The first 
assumes that one human (an expert) should control another (the novice); the second 
assumes that in being free we are each on our own. The third assumes that freedom carries 
responsibilities for constructing our own meaning and that we can converse to cooperate 
in achievements which none could reach unaided. 

Activity Two Becoming aware of professional myths about learning There is much to be 
learned from attempting to share a discussion which the authors have generated in various 
forms with many different groups of professionals, teachers, trainers and social scientists. 
The first stage of this discussion takes the form of asking each of the participants to 
identify the 'theory of learning'; that is, those schools, theories or positions in the literature 
with which they feel most sympathetic. The members of the group each acknowledge their 
position and sub-groups are then formed from people of like mind. Each sub-group is then 
asked to plan an experiment or a learningteaching event which they feel would most 
clearly demonstrate the efficacy of their theoretical position. If this proves too difficult for 
any sub-group they are asked to identify any one enterprise from the literature or from their 
own experience which they feel illustrates the power or potential of their theory. 

The second stage is to identify two positions, those of sub-group A and sub-group B. 
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We then set up four events: 

a person from sub-group A teachindoffering learning to one from sub-group A; 
a person from sub-group A teachingoffering learning to one from sub-group B; 
a person from sub-group B teachindoffering learning to one from sub-group B; 
a person from sub-group B teachingloffering learning to one from sub-group A. 

Let us suppose that A are Skinnerians and that B are Rogerians. They could equally be 
Freudians or adherants to Gagne, Albert Ellis, Berne, Piaget, Bruner, Broadbent, Chomsky 
or Searle. 

As each event plays itself out it is recorded on audio or video tape. After twenty minutes 
have elapsed the 'event' is interrupted. The first three minutes of the tape is replayed and 
each of the two participants is asked to reconstruct separately what they were experiencing 
during the three minutes. This is done by replaying the tape and making notes. They are 
then asked to listen to the next three minutes and reconstruct that experience. When they 
begin to feel that their descriptions of their own experience are really beginning to reflect 
what they were perceiving, thinking, feeling and doing, they share these experiences, first 
with each other and then with the whole group. Each sub-group (namely, a 'theoretical 
position') is then asked to explain what was going on. They are then asked to explore 
whether some form of conversational explanation based on the espoused myths (that is, 
their theoretical position) of each of the two participants might also shed some light on the 
nature of the event. 

Finally, they are asked to identify some teaching~leaming event in their own recent 
experience and to examine that in conversational terms. 

The authors have found that discussions of this type can have a considerable impact on 
a group which is struggling to get to grips with what we mean by: 

1 the physical science paradigm, 
2 the personal science paradigm, and 
3 the conversational science paradigm. 

It also has a salutary effect on the stance they take towards schools, theories, positions and 
methods in their own discipline. They begin to see how these professional myths 
contribute to education and training practices and to the personal myths acquired by 
learners. This same 'experimental design' can be used to help learners become aware of 
how their personal myths influence their learning. Readers are invited to create such events 
so that their myths are challenged. 

The authors' personal myths about learning 

In order to sketch in the context of our own personal myths let us consider briefly the 
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notion of public knowledge (for example, as in science, literature and the law of the land). 
It originates in the personal myths of specific individuals. In developing their personal 
myths which may embody a mix of observations, interpretations, analogy, metaphor, as 
well as combinations of prejudice, understanding and self-validating hypothesis, the good 
scientist, artist, lawyer, farmer or teacher does not differ from the rest of the human race. 
They create public knowledge by agreement and acceptance of certain personal knowing. 
This is revised, negotiated, tested and re-agreed using criteria and methods which are 
themselves developed using the same processes. Their success, however, partly depends 
on recognising public knowledge and personal meaning for what they are: representations 
of thoughts and feelings which are open to development in the light of experience. This is 
the process of learning and it is the method of science. Those who believe that learning is 
a process of unquestioningly acquiring already established public knowledge will inevit- 
ably become imprisoned in their myths and will find it difficult to develop and grow. 

Some of the deep personal myths about the nature of human learning held by the authors 
will by now have become apparent. The theory of S-0-L and practice of Learning 
Conversations represents the authors' own myths about freedom to learn, the processes of 
learning, the necessity for content-independent procedures, and the need for a language in 
which to reflect upon and develop learning competence. These myths have emerged from 
systematic observations of the many case histories studied in our programme of action 
research. Let us summarise them thus: 

1 Learning is an inference from behaviour or experience, preferably from both. 
Behaviour is available as evidence to the external observer of learning, but experi- 
ence is directly available only to the learner. A psychological exploration of learning 
requires its own theory of relativity in which the perspectives of the learner and the 
external observer are essential ingredients in the conversationally scientific explana- 
tion. We see this view of learning being the core of all good teaching-learning, 
training-learning, consultancy and therapy relationships. 

2 Self-Organised Learning is the conversational construction, reconstruction and ex- 
change of personally significant, relevant and viable meanings with awareness and 
controlled purposiveness. 'Meanings' form our experience and are therefore the 
basis of all our anticipations and actions. 

3 'Cause and effect' or 'systems of relationships' in the sense pertaining to 'explana- 
tions' within the paradigm of physical sciences can never be an adequate means for 
explaining how humans learn. The process of learning requires some different 
concept of relatedness. It requires some other view of how one person influences 
another. The idea of explanation as used in the physical sciences requires trans- 
formation into the more powerful concept of 'conversation' within a fully con- 
versational methodology for the study of human learning. 

4 Psychological relativity applies not only to the learners but also to the supporters of 
learning, the Learning Practitioner, Tutor or Manager. This blurs the distinction 
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between teachers and learners. To be skilled leaming practitioners, teachers, trainers 
and managers need to be Self-Organised Learners themselves. Only by fully experi- 
encing their own processes of learning can they achieve the insights which illuminate 
their role as enablers of learning in others. 

5 The myth which transcends all others is that the whole nature and intentionality of 
teaching and training must be developed further to create systematically a 'Self- 
OrganisedLearning environment'. Education must invent a conversational method in 
which the Learning Practitioner can be 'Learning Manager', 'Learning Coach', 
'Technical Assistant' and 'Task Supervisor'. The Learning Manager will provide the 
resources and manage the S-0-L environment. The Task Supervisor will help the 
learner to create more and better opportunities for learning; the Leaming Coach will 
articulate the Leaming Conversation; and the Technical Assistant will provide the 
specialist tools and procedures for facilitating the parts of these conversations that 
cannot proceed unaided. For each individual this conversational method embodies its 
own decease, as the developing Self-Organised Leamer becomes his own 'Learning 
Practitioner' and internalises the whole conversation with himself. 

Our meta-myth is that our insights lie as significantly in our practice as they do in our theory. 
So as a second pass through our myths, we would ask the reader to join us in an activity. 

Activity Three Constructing a personal model of the authors' myths In Part 11, Chapter 4 
we describe one core procedure for conducting a Leaming Conversation. It is the Personal 
Learning Contract (PLC). Here, we will introduce it in skeletal form as one way of 
structuring your conversation with us. We end this chapter by explaining some of the 
assumptions and ideas behind our myths. Converse with us thus: 

1 Describe yourpurpose(s) for reading. 
2 Plan your strategy - how you intend to read. 
3 What do you expect will be the outcome(s) of your reading? 
4 How will you judge the quality of the outcome? That is, what criteria will you use to 

judge the degree of your success or failure to achieve your purpose? 
5 How will you review the quality of this whole process (for example, 1-4)? 

Now, converse with pages 24 to 35. 

Myth no 1 Perspectives of learning 

Learning is an inference which we make from evidence that there has been a valued change 
either in someone else's activities or in our own ways of thinking, perceiving, feeling and 
doing something. 

We each have unique access to our own experiencing so the learner is the only judge of 
whether and how their perceptions, thoughts and feelings have changed. A change in our 
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behaviour is more easily observed by someone else. Indeed, if a teacher, an interviewer or 
an athlete wants to know how skilled they are, nowadays they are quite likely to have a 
video recording made of their activities so that they can later observe themselves in 'action 
replay'. Learners can become their own observers. 

Thus, experience and behaviour are two separate sources of evidence about whether 
andfor what we have learned. The learner and an observer of the learner have different 
access to this evidence. So one quite powerful argument for a Learning Conversation is that 
this evidence should be shared and participatively examined. If learners are their own 
observers they must converse within themselves so that experience and behaviour can be 
amalgamated. Our learner and our observer may have different value systems; they may 
bring different perspectives to the valuing of the changes. When the observers have their 
own vested interest in the change (for example, as trainer, teacher, HMI, employer, parent, 
spouse and so on) there is every likelihood that the observer and the learner will disagree 
(take a different view) about what 'learning' has occurred. In considering learning as an 
inference we have identified at least three dimensions of this personal myth (see Figure 1). 

Most of institutionalised learning (schools, colleges, polytechnics, universities, indus- 
trial and commercial training departments, prisons, therapy, sports coaching and so on) is 
based on the assumption that the learner's view and the teacher's view of what has been 
learned are identical. This is the implicit and therefore hidden teachinaearning contract 
which predominates in education. The Learning Conversation aims to make this contract 
explicit and, within mutually accepted boundaries, negotiable. 

Whilst in practice learner-valued 'learning' and teacher-valued 'learning' may overlap 
(and indeed should), it is important from the point of view of the Learning Conversation to 
keep the two concepts separated. The learner can by their own efforts and by the nature of 
their self-organised processes 'produce' the learner-valued learning. In traditional teach- 
ingltraining environments the teacher evaluates them. For us, the teacher has two distinct 
roles: first, to exhibit institutional values and intentions about what should be learned, and 
to negotiate these with learners; and second, to act as Learning Conversationalists, sup- 
poring the learner's endeavours to identify his or her own values and intentions about 
learning. 

The process of learning cannot be observed from outside the learner. Only learners know 
what they are thinking, feeling, deciding, perceiving and doing when they are learning; and 
most of them are not very good at observing their own experiences. Fewer have a working 
language in which to report their learning processes, discuss them and consciously reflect 
upon them. This is another function of the Learning Conversation. Again, the sequence of 
behaviour associated with the process of learning can be recorded and systematically 
analysed, but unless learners participate in this description of their own process any 
explanation of how they learn remains suspect. This is why we believe that almost all 
psychological theories of learning are either theories of instruction or they are the 
psychologists' less than well informed inferences about what goes on in the learner's 
mind and body. 
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The Learning Conversation is designed to enable all learners systematically to work out 
their own theory about themselves as learner; and to act as their own personal scientist in 
systematically developing, testing, revising and elaborating this personal theory. The 
Learning Conversation enables the leamer to challenge his or her personal myths about 
themselves as leamer and to convert these into a viable, systematically validated set of 
myths that warrant the title 'personal theory'. 

The inference systems directly impinging on the learning situation need not be confined 
to the leamer and the teacher. In a fully operating S-0-L system, as the context expands, 
each of the three dimensions described become elaborated. With the focus remaining 
primarily on the inference system of the learner, all other observer positions - parent, 
educational authority, employer, government, manager, department, company - are legiti- 
mate. The full technology of the Personal Learning Biography can be recruited to grapple 
with this developing S-0-L system. This is taken up in Part 111. 

In addition to the learners' and the observers' perspectives on learning, there are 
dimensions of time and quality. The observers of learning, with their intentionalities, 
experiences and behaviours, operate within very different time-spans. This is what influ- 
ences the psychological relativity of learning and occasionally allows quality to emerge. 
One can begin to imagine (or fantasise) how a 'conversational network of learning', fully 
engaged in the pursuit of quality, could transform persona1 life, education, industry, 
family, societies, even religion and cultures as a whole. Part V begins to play out this 
controlled fantasy. 

Myth no. 2 Definition of S-0-L 

Learning is the construction of meaning. Self-Organised Learning is the conversational 
construction, reconstruction and exchange of personally significant, relevant and viable 
meanings with awareness and controlled purposiveness. This process forms the personal 
experience which is the basis of all our anticipations and actions. 

We arrived at this definition after deciding that 'meaning' was the nature of the 
relationship between conscious purposive human beings and that with which they transact. 
Thus meaning is prior to behaviour and experience. It does not lie completely in the human 
mind; nor is it a property of that to which meaning is attributed. It is the relationship 
between the knower and the known. To us, meaning does not arrive full blown; it is 
constructed in the transactions between the knower and the known. Further transactions 
may lead the knower to change their mind: that is, reconstruct their meaning. 

It is a peculiar property of the relationship between two human beings - namely, 
between two nodes of meaning construction - that they can converse. Conversation 
consists in the exchange of meaning but this is a uniquely peculiar business. Meaning is 
transformed during the process of exchange. This is because meaning cannot be 
transmitted nor can it be received. It can only be represented. Meaning can then be 
constructed or reconstructed in transaction with these representations. 
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For the construction, reconstruction and exchange of meaning to become Self- 
Organised Learning 

1 the meaning constructed must be personally significant. This means that the con- 
structed meaning is amplified by being placed in a context of other meaning. The 
context is created out of past experience, current purposiveness and anticipation of 
the future. This living context gives the constructed meaning its personal 
significance. 

2 the constructed meaning must have personal relevance. This means that the con- 
structed meaning acquires an active place within the larger system of meaning; that 
it relates to this larger system in such a way as to become organised into it. On 
becoming incorporated it acquires relevance in relation to the purposiveness of the 
larger system. 

3 it must be personally viable. Meaning is personally viable when it 'works for' the 
learner. Viable meaning leads to effective action either in relation to the outside 
world or in enriching the inner life of the mind, body and spirit (or the related 
terminology which represents analogous meanings that are significant, relevant and 
viable for the reader). 

The sum total of all our personally significant, relevant and viable meaning is our 
experience as this has been constructed and reconstructed in all our past transactions and 
conversational exchanges. This experience, this vast pattern of meaning, is the stuff that 
forms our anticipations and guides all our actions into the outward world, ensuring that we 
are becoming more or less skilled, competent and creative, and inwards, ensuring that we 
are becoming more or less mentally and physically fit and healthy. 

S-0-L and intentionality 

Often people decide to do one thing and end up either not doing it or doing something else. 
The converse is also common. Having decided not to do something, the person ends up 
doing it after all. Being able to express an intention is not the same as achieving it. The 
process of achieving recognised intentionality involves one of two strategies. Passively 
one becomes reconciled with the directionalities inherent in one's construction of experi- 
ence, acknowledges them, and thereby achieves intentionality by learning to anticipate the 
outcome of the directionalities over which one has no control. Active intentionality is 
achieved when awareness extends into the process out of which the constructions of 
experience arise. This allows a person systematically to review how he or she is con- 
structing experience and to intervene in the construction process. They are thus able to 
control their own directionalities, achieving personal intentionality. Freud, Jung, Skinner, 
Rogers, Maslow and Laing have each had their own personal myths about this. 

To the extent that a person is aware of his or her constructions of experience - that is, 
personal meanings -he or she acquires consciousness. To the extent that a person becomes 

SAMPLE



General Introduction 29 

aware of his or herprocesses of construction and takes control of them that person acquires 
self-organisation in learning. Personal Learning becomes Self-Organised to the degree to 
which learners become aware of their own meaning constructing processes; that is, to the 
extent that they become aware of how they learn and are thus able to regulate, guide and 
amplify their own processes of meaning construction. 

Myths nos 3,4 and 5 Relativity, the Learning Conversation and the method 

Myth no. 2 invited the reader into conversation about the nature of Self-Organised 
Learning. The idea of exchange of meaning was spelled out in order to emphasise the 
conversational nature of exchange. Here we are concerned to extend the notion of the 
relativity of meaning and to reveal the need for a fully fledged theory of conversation. 

We have suggested that the past experience of each learner provided a unique psycho- 
logical perspective from within which to construct meaning. This means that even a 
'shared experience' will not have the same meaning for each participant in the event. This 
explains the meticulous pains taken in physical science to arrive at shared meanings; that 
is, to agree both a language and a methodology by which different participants may 
generate sufficient shared past experience to become confident that for certain purposes 
they are 'modelling' well-defined areas of reality in similar ways. Modem scientists have 
spent 300 years learning how to do this. Even then, as the context changes or as they face 
new evidence or wider questions, these carefully negotiated agreements continually 
crumble and have to be revised and re-negotiated. This is also the nature of learning. 

The physical scientist, despite all the difficulties alluded to, faces a relatively easy task 
compared to that facing the social scientist. Physical science has painstakingly removed 
any suggestions of 'mental life' from its subject matter. The gods, spirits (benevolent or 
evil) and the minds of the dead have all been banished from the physical scientists' view 
of matter. This ensures that the scientists' theories do not in themselves provoke physical 
matter into movement or change. This is not the case in the social sciences. In studying 
people, we have to take fully into account the belief that they will be perceiving the social 
scientists and having thoughts and feelings about them whilst the social scientist is 
constructing meaning about them. This makes social science difficult; or it does if you 
believe that by adapting the methods of the physical sciences you are going to be able to 
construct viable meanings about people. In fact, in its more speculative realms, the 
physical sciences are beginning to construct myths about matter that has a life or intelli- 
gence of its own. 

Many of the frustrating anomalies of social science disappear if one acknowledges the 
meaning-constructing capacity of one's subject matter. To understand someone you do not 
treat them like uncomprehending physical matter; what you do is to converse with them. 
Once this fundamental shift is made the impossible becomes possible. If we can converse 
with other people we may be able to understand ourselves and them more clearly, but just 
as the physical scientists had to put a lot of effort into inventing and developing methods 
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for valid investigation within their paradigm, so we shall have to spend much time and 
effort in converting common-sense conversation into a scientific methodology. This will 
be very different from the methods of the physical sciences but in its own way could 
become just as rigorous and effective. 

In some ways, even as we start, we are 'standing on the shoulders' of the physical 
scientists. Conversational methods are based on the assumption of relativity. Psycho- 
logical relativity can learn by analogy from the relativity of physics. 

Psychological relativity has repercussions for approaches to learning and for edu- 
cational policies and practice. The evolution of the conversational method is here 
elaborated. 

Relativity and the emergence of conversations 

The epistemological pedigree of the construct 'relativistic' is a long one. For Protagoras 
'man is a measure of all things', a participant in the creation of all things. Excellence for 
this ancient Sufi is a relationship between humans and their experience. Sprinting on to the 
'subliminal self' of PoincarC, this relationship is seen as an event within which 'awareness 
of both subject and object' is made possible. This relationship is prior. It is the cause; 
subject and object are the effects. 

The intellectual history of our own times is also characterised by the same construct. 
Sapir. Whorf, Heisenberg, Einstein, Mead, LCvi-Strauss, Piaget, Kelly, Lorenz, Giorgi and 
Polanyi testify to the extent and importance of 'relativity'. Heisenberg showed the impos- 
sibility of measuring the complete system of an entity. Einstein constructed a universe in 
which even the basic dimensions of time, space and energy depend on the time, space and 
energy of the observer. Polanyi has explored the whole nature of the scientific enterprise 
in terms of the integrity of the knowing of each individual scientist. Lorenz progressively 
explored the realities of members of species at different levels of the phylo-genetic scale, 
until he saw the human as one probably unstable attempt by living matter to mirror the 
nature of reality. For LCvi-Strauss, the very patterns of our thoughts and feelings as 
competent reactions to the challenges of living in our cultural, natural, technological 
environment. For Mead and Shultz, reality is a social construction which receives much of 
its individual validation from transactions with other people who share it. Kelly expressed 
relativity within Personal Construct Theory. 

New insights are offered into the processes of causality which influence the coincidence 
of events in space and time. Such insights are basic to our understanding of the nature of 
learning. Let us briefly sketch these out. 

The struggles of Pirsig in his pursuit of 'quality' lead him into two tortuous routes of 
thought: the subjective considerations of the idealists and the dialectical arguments of the 
classical thinkers which painted the way to an objective, absolute view of truth as in 
scientific materialism. Neither inspired him. The 'knife of subjectivity-objectivity had cut 
quality in two' and killed it as a working concept. For him quality isprior. Quality is a third 

SAMPLE



General Introduction 31 

superordinate entity independent of, but related to, a dualistic subjectlobject metaphysical 
system. 

Taking a different but equally long and circuitous route, Mary Warnock traces the 
development of the concept 'imagination'. From the romantics to Sartre, Husserl, 
Merleau-Ponty and Wittgenstein, she argues for the universality of 'imagination'. It is 
exercised by each over all experience. We see forms in our mind's eye and we see these 
very forms in the world. Images themselves are not separate from our constructions of the 
world; they are our way of knowing. Imagination is our means of interpreting the objective 
world and it is also the means of forming images in the mind. These two abilities are joined 
in an ability to understand that forms have a certain meaning - a quality that signifies other 
things beyond themselves. She interprets imagination as that capacity which allows us to 
go beyond the barely sensory into the intellectual or thought-imbued territory of per- 
ception. For her, imagination is prior. 

The phenomenologists were also a source for Kelly's model of 'man as a scientist' 
anticipating events by constructing their replicates and testing these out by action on the 
world and offering us the notion that construing, making sense of our experience of the 
world, is prior. Kelly was in a sense a twentieth-century sufist whose teachings were not 
concerned with static principles but with beliefs about manlwoman and their improve- 
ments. The early humanists and Kelly resolve the classical debate on causality by taking a 
newlold direction. All principles, truths are relative. 

The ancient Chinese mind contemplates the cosmos in a way comparable to that of the 
modem physicist, who has accepted that their model of the world is a decidedly psycho- 
physical structure. The micro-physical event includes the human observer just as much as 
the reality of I Ching. The 'subjective' observer has to be taken into account in any quest 
for 'objective' truth. Jung saw this coincidence of the physical objective and psychic 
subjective event as 'synchronicity', a peculiar interdependence of the observer. A causal 
explanation must include the subject. I.A. Richards makes a similar point in relation to 
world literature. 

In many senses, synchronicity, excellence, quality, the subliminal self, imagination, 
uncertainty and construing are analagous descriptions of 'process' - a process whereby the 
evaluation of events in a given pattern is influenced by the subjecdobject in a special 
interdependency. For the study of human learning this interdependency is prior; it is the 
process of constructing meaning, through which we make sense of and act within our 
world. It cannot be construed in terms of causes and effects. The process that concerns us 
here is better described as conversational. 

From the perspective of the paradigm of conversational science, events in the outside 
world do not produce predictable consequences; it is the meaning attributed to the events 
which become the 'conversational cause'. Periods of psycho-physical coherence are the 
essence of such a conversational exchange. For us, the conversational individual, the 
conversational constructor of personal meaning, the conversational learner, is the irreduc- 
ible element for investigating human learning. The conversational learner extends into the 
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human being and entails some physical/external event. The conversational learner is prior. 
Through awareness conversational learners learn to enhance their capacity to learn and to 
become Self-Organised Learners. The technology of Learning Conversations is the means 
for achieving this. Pirsig in conversation with his motorcycle, a Zen archer, a theoretical 
physicist, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Yehudi Menuhin and Picasso are examples of fairly 
fully functioning conversational learners. All of us possess this faculty but often, as yet, 
only in embryonic form. Learning conversations offer a technology for enabling all those 
six-, sixteen-, thirty-six- and sixty-year-olds who so choose to become more fully func- 
tioning conversational learners. 

The technology for creative Learning Conversations requires that an exchange is modu- 
lated through a shared understanding of how the conversation is conducted and that this 
model of the conversation itself remains negotiable. Such conversations are rare. People 
value it when it does occur, but they can rarely reconstruct it or make it happen. Such 
conversational encounters have been described by Maslow as those in which the criteria 
for appreciating them can only arise from the experience itself. They are both self-referent 
and self-assessed. People can achieve creative encounters within themselves, and between 
themselves. We call this S-0-L. Often they cannot achieve this unaided. We call the 
support process a Learning Conversation. 

Learning Conversations may be conducted by individual learners with themselves or 
with their learning coach. It is the ultimate aim of every Learning Conversation that the 
skills in conducting it become internalised. Once this is achieved, individuals, pairs and 
groups can effectively conduct Learning Conversations with themselves. Sustained change 
often requires that a whole organisation be engaged in a Learning Conversation. Thus, a 
conversational learner, the conversational entity which is the locus of learning, can be 
represented by more than one person. A shared understanding of the nature of the con- 
versational learner is a necessary prerequisite for creative Learning Conversations within 
it. Thus, a conversational learner may be an individual person, a pair, a group or team or a 
whole organisation. Such 'conversational entities' are each capable of Self-Organised 
Learning. 

The miracle of the conversation 

Exceptions to the traditional Aristotelian bind can be found in certain aspects of Jung's 
self-actualisation, Adler's creative self, Fromm's concept of man as both part of nature and 
separate from it, Allport's proprium which rejects the self as a discrete entity, Rogers' 
continuing process of becoming and in Maslow's creative encounter. For Mair a person 
can be construed as a community of selves; for Pask the psychological individual is an 
entity arising out of the properties of a communication network and for Kissinger 
nation might speak unto nation. For Pirsig and in Zen there are periods when man and 
nature merge. 

SAMPLE



General Introduction 33 

These periods of psychological coherence are the essence of conversational exchange. 
But they leave us with a dilemma. The whole frame of our culture's manner of thinking 
about conversation is challenged. Physical science suggests that communication consists 
in an exchange of messages. At the behavioural level we can be observer and record what 
is happening. Communication networks remind us of a telephone system; there is a sender, 
message and receiver. Two-way communication is more complicated. The participants 
alternate the functions of sending and receiving. The two-person system (people) as a 
whole takes on characteristics which were not inherent in its separate entities. The pro- 
perties arise out of how the parts exchange meaning together. How do they link? Two 
entities can temporarily synchronise becoming one. Both, if they are actively engaged, are 
developing a system of personal meaning. One is not empty of meaning while the other is 
talking nor is he or she necessarily receiving the message that is being sent. The exchange 
influences both entities and occasionally in the creative encounter the two coalesce to form 
one. This is the conversational entity. 

It is this experience that suggests that Descartes did not have the whole story. I can 
occasionally know nature, myself, or another, therefore I have value. This suggests that it 
is the miracle of the conversation which might better be accepted as the basis of our 
becoming. This assumption clears many psychological and philosophical obstacles out of 
our path. The conversational entity proposition makes the way look clear. 

1 I can converse therefore I am becoming. 
2 I can converse with nature, with myself and with another, therefore I have value and 

I experience quality. 
3 Conversing is notpre-emptive, it does not imply identity of meaning, only the sharing 

of experience. 
4 Therefore all personal knowing is prior but is positioned in conversational space. 

That is where the meaning lies. 
5 Each position in conversational space has its own perspective with reference to other 

positions and with reference to time and to quality. 
6 Thus it is only by appreciating a full relativity of meaning that conversation can be 

enhanced and we can, as Self-Organised Learners, be free. 
7 Through the miracle of the conversation we might learn tofly .  By construing our 

nature we may create our own destiny. By construing our environment we may learn 
to converse and live in harmony with it. By construing the meaning of our own 
universe we have the freedom to explore, reconstruct and change. 

The requirements of the conversational methodology 

What are the conditions for the creation of conversational space within which personal 
meaning is constructed and learning can flourish? Under certain conditions the space will 

SAMPLE



34 General Introduction 

shrink, reducing the meaning. In other conditions the space will expand, allowing the 
growth of meaning. Conversational space is experienced as the context of personal 
meaning. It has no fixed dimensions, being always created to contain two entities in a 
unique interdependency. It is defined by the modes in which meaning is exchanged. 
Non-verbal imagery in all senses forms the language of much internal conversation. It is 
the manner in which this interdependency is played out that determines the dimensionality 
and the capacity for decay or development. Language in the most general sense is the mode 
in which this relationship is negotiated. Meta-language is the mode in which the process of 
interdependency is itself negotiable. The power of the meta-language determines the 
capacity for growth. The design of this conversation amplifier is represented within the 
technology of Learning Conversations. This book describes a well-tried form of Learning 
Conversations embodying a unique form of meta-language. The authors invite readers to 
use it and in so doing develop their own personal language for effective learning. 

Activity Three (continued) Now, to remind you of the suggested activity (page 24), 
reflect upon your conversation so far: 

1 Has your view of your reading purpose(s) changed? Has it clarified? Is it revised? 
2 Did you read in the way you planned your 'strategy'? How clearly and in what detail 

can you describe how you read? 
3 Has your outcome(s) been achieved? Is the outcome so far in the form that you 

expected? 
4 Are your criteria appropriate for assessing how successful you have been? 
5 Does your PLC still hold or does it need revision? Can you improve on the formu- 

lation of your purpose? Have you revised your ideas about the exact nature of the 
strategy which will most likely achieve your purpose? Do you have a clearer idea of 
the nature of the outcome which you think your strategy will produce? Can you 
expand andfor refine the criteria by which you will judge the quality of your success? 
Either way, are you ready to go on or do you need to read through 1-5 again? 

OK: continue to converse. 
The book can be seen as an attempt to invite you to converse with our myths about 

S-0-L. 

The main activity: converse with this book -an invitation 

The words and how they are read form, as it were, the living soul of the book. 'Converse' 
with the words on these pages. Never let them dictate to you. Try to enter our world and 
understand what we mean, but argue with the ideas and test them against your own 
experience. Take time to formulate personally satisfying alternatives. Try out any of our 
techniques that interest you, then adapt and modify them to suit your own purposes. Invent 
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further techniques of your own. Accept nothing without pulling it apart and reconstructing 
it in your own image. May your image change. Learn with us. Enjoy yourself. 

Our invitation can be equally interpreted within contemporary Western science or 
within the Chinese tradition of the Tao. Either way, the power of the conversation grows 
within you. 

You, the reader, are asked to reflect on your way. Here we offer you two alternatives, 
the Way of the Tao and the Way of Learning Conversations. Some readers may discover 
that these two approaches are not mutually exclusive. You might discover a third approach 
based on a creative synthesis between the two. Experience and behaviour, personal 
knowing and public knowledge, inner and outer forms of conversation, two FOCUSed 
repertory grids over time on one topic (CHANGE grids), two successive Personal Learn- 
ing Contracts on the same topic, the task-focused and learning-focused conversation, the 
life and tutorial Learning Conversation, provisionality and certainty, higher-order pur- 
poses (goals) and specific sub-purposes, feedback for learning and appraisal, learner 
perspective and another perspective, can be interpreted as opposites which, through their 
opposition, represent the two universal forces of yin and yang within the personal science 
of Self-Organised Learning. Many more instances of such analogies can be constructed. 
These give rise to the forces which span cycles of Learning Events. They represent the rise 
and fall of change. 

The Way of the Tao: the I Ching 

'Why not venture a dialogue with an ancient book. There can be no harm in it, and the 
reader may watch a psychological procedure that has been carried out time and again 
throughout the millennia of Chinese civilisation representing to a Confucius or a 
Lao-Tse, both a supreme expression of authority and a philosophical enigma. Consider 
Hexagram 50. 

(C.G. Jung in his Foreword to I Ching, Zurich, 1949) 

Ting, the Cauldron 

Nine in the third place means: 
The handle of the ting is altered. 
One is impeded in his way of life. 
The fat of the pheasant is not eaten. 
Once rain falls, remorse is spent. 
Good fortune comes in the end. 

The I Ching is complaining, as it were, that its excellent qualities go unrecognised and 
hence lie fallow. It comforts itself with the hope that it is about to regain recognition. 

(As interpreted by C. G. Jung ibid.) 
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You can use the I Ching as a resource for discovering ways of conversing with our book. 
The yin and yang of this conversational process takes the reader outside the boundaries of 
Western values. This voyage of discovery may offer a new perspective on the personal 
interpretation of learning and of its significance in today's world. 

The method 

Refer to the sixty-four hexagrams, derived from eight classic trigrams, and according to 
one of the procedures described, prepare yourself for conversing with our book. Ask the I 
Ching how best to approach this book on Learning Conversations. Learn how to discover 
the answers it proposes. Any reader who expects the I Ching to instruct them how to 
converse had best seek one of the many more conventional educational 'How to Study' 
books, but readers are advised not to take on such a prescriptive approach. Let us suggest 
what the I Ching will do for you: 

1 Explore the notion of conversation as a system of two opposing forces, yin and yang. 
2 Determine your yinlyang position; that is, your own creative tension. 
3 Plan whether to go with the flow of ideas, techniques and methods described in our 

book, or go against the flow and risk diminishing the possibilities of conversation. 
4 Try to construct your own harmonious flow. 
5 Discover its resonance - how our book relates to you. 
6 Seek out suggestions as to what steps may enable you to discover the deeper patterns 

of meaning on offer. 
7 Discover how to discover your own approach. 

The Way of Learning Conversations 

Consider the algorithm shown in Figure 2 and prepare yourself for conversing with the 
book. 

The method 

Make a first stab at your Personal Learning Contract (PLC). Use Figure 3 to guide you. Try 
to keep your PLC continuously in mind as you read. Use it to help you monitor your 
progress. Approach this actively in an open, exploratory way. Allow your intuition to play 
its part. The value of your PLC depends on you completing it. You may well find that you 
need to engage in a series of PLCs as you continue to converse with the book. Use these to 
review your learning. Watch the quality of your conversation develop. We invite you to 
use the book as a laboratory for experimenting with your own learning skills. Through this 
personal experience you will gain insights about Learning Conversations. You might well 
derive considerable enjoyment and fulfillment from this experience. 

SAMPLE



General Introduction 37 

Figure 2 Algorithm: the Way of Learning Conversations 
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Figure 3 Your Personal Learning Contract form 
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How the book is organised 

The 'General Introduction' explains how the theory of S-0-L and the practice of Learning 
Conversations originated and how each of us are supported and constrained by our own 
'personal myths' about ourselves as learners, teachers, trainers and researchers. The 
authors offer their own professional myths which form the basis for this book and invite 
readers to converse truly by offering some reflective heuristics. 

To conduct effective Learning Conversations we must have reflected in depth on the 
nature of personal learning and how to organise one's activities and experiences to achieve 
it. Part I discusses this. Part I1 develops the idea of the Learning Conversation and 
elaborates on its forms and functions. The skills of learning are also addressed. Part I11 
shows how a network of Learning Conversations can be systematised to create a Self- 
Organised Learning environment. 

Each Part consists of two chapters and two commentaries. The Prospective Com- 
mentary is intended to invite the reader to engage in a Learning Conversation and provides 
a context, and signposts the main theme, the Retrospective Commentary which is intended 
to support the reader's reflection by indicating the value system within which the authors 
feel that Part might well be appreciated. For the learner to self-organise their own learning, 
and true to our belief that the learner must value any learning in his own terms, these 
Commentaries are meant to provoke reflection and review. 

Chapters l and 2 (Part I) discuss the nature of learning. It is suggested that learning is 
a search for meaning, that meaning is constructed conversationally and that it is usefully 
viewed as modelling. This enables us to examine the nature of different types of model and 
to see what each will or will not enable us to know and to do. Finally, the capacity to learn 
is seen as a capacity to construct meaning as modelling. An explanatory model of this 
process shows how this capacity to learn can be gradually bootstrapped into higher and 
higher levels of activity. 

Chapters 3 and 4 part  11) discuss the nature of the core Learning Conversation. These 
chapters are primarily intended for the Learning Practitioner. To the extent that a learner 
or a group of learners can begin to conduct such conversations with themselves, they will 
begin to learn more effectively. The leamer becomes their own Learning Practitioner. The 
idea of the three dialogues is introduced: one about personally researching the process of 
learning; one designed to support the learner through a period of change; and the third 
exploring the nature of quality in learning and discussing the referents through which the 
learner judges their own success and progress. Chapter 4 introduces the idea of levels in 
the Learning Conversation. The central level is seen to be concerned with specific topic or 
task learning activities and with the Personal Learning Contract. Here the notion of self- 
organisation begins to grow: how is the learning to be organised, what resources are to be 
used, what learning skills will be required, can one plan a strategy for the learning, and can 
one define criteria by which the quality of the outcomes of learning may be judged? If 
learners cannot carry through their contract with themselves then the conversation moves 
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to the learning-to-learn level. Here we are concerned with the improvement in learning 
skill so that contracts can be implemented. If the contract is successfully concluded but the 
results do not seem to achieve what was expected, then we move to the life or relevance 
level. Here the specific learning activities are reviewed within a wider context, longer time 
spans and larger goals. 

The full power of many Learning Conversations is not realised until we reach Chapters 
5 and 6 (Part 111). Here the educational institution and the private or public enterprise is 
seen as a potential network of Learning Conversations. The notion of Systems 7 is used to 
explain how defining the role of the learning coach, the tasks supervisor and the learning 
manager can firstly increase the potential of each individual Learning Conversation, but it 
can also enable groups to collaborate in ways that make it useful to view the group as 
learner. Further networking sees groups combining until the enterprise as a whole can be 
seen as a 'learner'. The MA(R)4S process is used to monitor and maintain the quality of 
each conversation and of the Systems 7 network as a whole. In Chapter 6 the Feedback for 
Learning, S-O-L Spreadsheet and Personal Leaming Biography are introduced as vehicles 
for maintaining an S-O-L environment within a community of learners. This creates the 
conditions within which people can organise the evolution of constructive change. 

Having established the general theory and practice of Learning Conversations in Chap- 
ters 1 to 6, the specialist tools and techniques which can be recruited to add precision, 
power and quality are described in the 'Functional Taxonomy of Reflective Tools'. These 
are categorised and ordered both for the ways in which they can be used to articulate the 
Learning Conversation and for the nature of the evidence of learning (experiential or 
behavioural) on which they rely. 

Finally, some of the authors' ideas about what might possibly be achieved if Learning 
Conversations were taken up and applied in different institutions or sections of society are 
speculated upon in General Implications: Towards the Self-Organised Learning Society. 
Individual learners, teachers, entrepreneurs, athletes, scientists, managers, politicians, 
police, medics, journalists, therapists and priests collaborate to transform society by 
creating a joyful cascade of truly effective and personally relevant learning which can 
inform each step in the evolution of constructive change. The flow diagram illustrated in 
Figure 4 outlines the structure and organisation of the book. It can be used as an access de- 
vice, and we suggest that readers refer to it as you work through the 'Main activity' (p. 35). 

Except in the General Introduction, our policy has been not to refer to the work of 
others. Sources of influence are acknowledged. Readers are invited to construct their own 
synthesis of how our work relates to others in the field of psychology, education, training, 
management, expert systems, science and philosophy. 

Readership: who may learn what from this book? 

Each reader is invited to converse with this book from within his or her unique position. 
Learners are offered opportunities to observe, reflect, search, analyse, formulate, plan and 
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act on the basis of creative encounters with themselves. Teachers, trainers, tutors, therap- 
ists, coaches, custodians, counsellors and consultants, as potential Learning Practitioners, 
are offered ways for enabling others to learn more effectively. Managers and adminis- 
trators operating in an ever-changing environment are offered ideas and techniques for 
developing their own learning and for rebuilding staff appraisal and career development 
linked to a system for managing Feedback-for-Learning. Those responsible for teacher 
training and the training of trainers are offered ideas and tools for rethinking what it is 
they are attempting to achieve and for developing leaming policies in line with the New 
Curriculum and Open Learning Schemes. The designers of educational technology and 
expert systems may find the conversational paradigm and the learner-centred technology a 
useful resource. Educational researchers, social scientists and psychologists may find new 
insights towards a systematic, person-sensitive, conversational investigation of people, 
beyond the traditional experimental, anecdotal, speculatively introspective or isolated 
case-history and participant-observer approach. 

The Learning Conversation approach allows each reader to search, construct and 
reconstruct their own understandings, so that they may transform their own capacity for 
learning and enable others to achieve greater skill, competence and creativity. 

OK! Converse! 
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