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From its foundation in the 1950s by George Kelly, Personal Construct
Psychology has continued to grow, both as a movement among psychologists and more recently, in industry, education, government and
commerce. Self-Organised Learning is the long-awaited textbook-style
compendium of elaborations and new conversational uses for Kelly's
repertory grid technique. In two decades of action research the authors have
dramatically transformed the grid from a static measuring instrument to a
dynamic tool for a personal exploration of the learning process itself. This
grid-based Reflective Learning Technology enables individuals, pairs,
groups and organisations to develop their learning in environments of work,
family, education and society.
As the originators and best-known practitioners of interactive grids, the
authors give the reader an A-Z of these techniques. Case studies include
management training, quality control, staff appraisal, job selection, team
building, manufacturing, marketing and production as well as learning
at a distance, learning to learn in schools, youth training, reading to learn
and other learning skills, staff development, social work, counselling
and therapy. Their development of a theory of learning conversation and
conversational grid software opens up an imaginative, exciting and more
humane approach to the use of microcomputers in all forms of education,
while at the same time demonstrating the essentially autonomous nature
of human learning.

E

Laurie Thomas is the Founder Director of the Centre for the Study of
Human Learning (CSHL), BruneI University of West London, and Carl
Rogers Memorial Professor, Clayton University, USA. Sheila HarriAugstein is Senior Research Fellow and Deputy Director of the CSHL.
Together the authors have pioneered the theory and practice of SelfOrganised Learning. They have presented TV and radio programmes and
run courses in Europe, Mexico, the USA, Canada and Australia as well as
for educational, industrial and government agencies in the UK.
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In the spirit of George Kelly this book is dedicated to:
All students of the Centre for the Study of Human Learning who have
learnt from us and with us and who have challenged and inspired us
over the last two decades to create a conversational repertory-grid based
technology for self-organised learning.
All those C-Indis, individuals, pairs, groups and institutions who strive
for greater awareness of their learning processes and so to construct
and reconstruct their destinies,
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all those practitioners, teachers, trainers, therapists, tutors, counsellors,
coaches, custodians and consultants who see their task as enabling others
to enhance their capacity to learn, and so to take better control of the
direction, quality and content of their living.
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This book performs a kindly, necessary and powerful act: it rehabilitates the
concept of learning.
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The long decades of Behaviourism in psychology promoted 'learning' to the
status of a dominant concept but defined it in a way which made it repressive
when applied to education and unfruitful when used in psychological theorising
and \ research. The idea of learning as consisting of essentially mechanical changes
in task performance, brought about by practice, is characterised by that most
fatal of flaws in an idea: it is uninteresting. Trying to give life to this central
notion of learning by attaching to it half-defined bits and pieces - ideational
learning, incidental learning, selective learning, learning set, discriminative
learning and so forth - helped keep boredom at bay but failed to provide
us with a pathway for exploring and understanding human experience in terms of
'learning'. The human subject remained a pale and shadowy figure, lost between
the stimulus (as defmed by the psychologist) and the response (as defmed by
the psychologist); an 'organism' without self-possessed point or purpose.
Thomas and Harri-Augstein would acknowledge forebears in offering a
dynamic vision of learning, Fred Bartlett for one, but their particular contribution, in this book, is vividly to redefine learning in terms of the way we
elaborate structures of meaning and to offer rich tools to aid that elaboration.
The tools which they offer are not only brilliant techniques but represent
operational defmitives of creative learning. Many of them are imaginative developments of repertory grid method, as originally offered by George Kelly, and
in developing it they have substantially extended our understanding of what
can be done with the computer, by way of using it not simply as a galloping
abacus but as a reflective companion.
The book's central model of learning is the conversation - perhaps our
oldest, richest and most particularly human way of learning. In using this model,
they cast light on much of the everyday, yet somehow mysterious, experience
we have of conversation, including its dual nature. We reflect to ourselves as
well as exchanging with others, so that two conversations, one internal and
one external, seem always to be taking place.
xix

xx
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The book integrates and sings a harmonious song about areas that have
traditionally been treated as separate and barely communicating segments.
Thus, the way in which the authors discuss, explore and experiment with learning, cannot meaningfully be filed in the pigeon holes of 'cognition' or 'motivation' or 'emotion', though no doubt the book will be duly categorised in
such ways because historically we have splintered our image of the whole person.
A further set of distinctions over which the authors ride rough shod, on their
way to larger goals, are the distinctions between teaching, training and therapy.
These are now old and entrenched distinctions to which we have attached
different psychologies, different professions and different languages. Thomas
and Harri-Augstein argue that when we teach a child to read, or train someone
to operate a capstan lathe, or work as a psychotherapist with the psychologically
distressed, we are (or ought to be) enabling them to become self-organised
learners and that self-organised learning is both the pathway to particular 'skills'
and is also that very self-mastery which lies at the heart of creative change.
Not only do the authors elaborate Kelly's methods, they give life to many
of the ideas of personal construct theory. The book seems to begin its journey
from the old boundaries of 'learning experiments' as described by Kelly in
The Psychology of Personal Constructs (p. 77): 'the problem of learning is not
merely one of determining how many or what kinds of reinforcements fix a
response, or how many nonreinforcements extinguish it, but rather, how does
the subject phrase the experience, what recurrent themes does he hear, what
movements does he define, and what validations of his predictions does he
reap? When a subject fails to meet the experimenter's expectations, it may be
inappropriate to say that "he has not learned"; rather, one might say that what
the subject learned was not what the experimenter expected him to learn'.
The book is necessarily reflexive. Its writing and the twenty years of experiment and exploration upon which it is based, is a monumental demonstration
of self-organised learning.
D. Bannister
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From birth each person strives for understanding - grows and develops reaches for greater awareness - constructs personal worlds - achieves at least
some needs and purposes - invents new patterns of thoughts and feelings acts to validate these - builds new personal-worlds - habituates into stable
routines - survives - declines - lives through personal and social crises adapts - struggles to be reborn - and repeats variations upon these themes.
Pairs, families, informal groups, private enterprises and public institutions
go through analogous cycles. This process of action, experience, setbacks,
growth, death and re-birth is learning.
The ubiquity of learning is taken for granted as a characteristic of our species.
But what we learn, and how we learn it, is the question. What becomes of us
need not be merely the result of Darwinian chance and happenstance. Some
individuals, groups and institutions construct their experience, reflect upon
their constructions and converse with others to influence their own destinies.
It is 'learning' which has earned us our place on top of the evolutionary tree
and it is freedom-to-learn which enables us to rise above the constraints of the
gene pool. How freedom is built into the human condition recurs as an issue
in every area and node of life. Examples can be endlessly multiplied: from
the unemployed to the boardroom, from the home to the hospital, from the
sportsfield to the battlefield, from centres for research to the shopfloor, from
weapon guidance to marriage guidance. Every form of human endeavour is
another opportunity for learning.
Living is always an opportunity for learning; but how people use it depends
upon what they bring to each event and what they make of each experience.
The capacity to learn from experience and to take control of the direction,
quality and content of one's learning is central both to mental health and
to making the best use of educational, job and life opportunities.
Learning may be self-organised or it may be organised by others. Learning
how to learn is not the same as successfully submitting to being taught. Selforganised learners are purposive and can bring their thoughts, feelings and
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actions into consciousness; creating an awareness in which learning is alive,
relevant and viable. Other organised learning inevitably leads to de-personalised
knowing , which if this continues will eventually accumulate into boredom
and dissociation from the topic.
In a society which is reviewing its deepest social attitudes and institutions,
and is facing an accelerating rate of change in its economic and industrial structures, the ability to participate in these changes, influencing them and adapting
to them, depends upon a capacity for self-organised learning. We have created
a society which demands greater skill in manipulating symbols, sophisticated
machines, bio-engineering technologies and complex financial and legal systems;
more and more has to be learned to a higher level of precision and performance.
Today's technology has extended space and time to hitherto unimaginable limits
and amplified our sensory capacities. Accurate and permanent records in visual,
auditory and tactile forms have been evolved. The products of our learning have
changed our way of life. The artifacts which we ourselves create feed back into
the evolving mindpool creating an expanding process of cultural change. The
exponential rate of change in today's world is making ever·increasing demands
on human learning and today's thoughts will become the chains of tomorrow's
mind unless we face the problems of re-Iearning and continuing to learn throughout our lives. Freedom to construct our personal destinies by creatively adapting
to change requires an ever-increasing capacity for learning. To achieve this,
learning has to become a consciously growing process rather than a ubiquitous
part of life.

Personal meaning and self-organised learning
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Many commentators have observed that young children have a natural capacity
for learning, but that in the majority of the population this is stifled by their
experiences in formal education. The pessimistic assumptions about human
potential held by teachers and others contribute to the gradual extinction of
this spontaneous self-organised capacity to learn. Their pessimistic models of
how learning takes place leads them to act in ways which disrupt and inhibit
spontaneously creative learning. The aptitude, personality and intelligence
tests of the psychologist add a pseudo-scientific respectability to this formal,
authoritarian and essentially product-oriented approach.
It has often been suggested that schools need only to encourage personal
learning for them to automatically produce self-organised learners. But a noninterventionist policy is not enough, as demonstrated by the demise of the
discovery-based curriculum. Most educational institutions offer only restricted
opportunities for generating adequate learning conversations which facilitate
the growth of self-organised learning. Human beings of all ages readily habituate
into stable but sub -optimal strategies of learning. In the past these have allowed
them to get by, but as demands for learning increase, many find they are unable
to cope. Failure leads to negative attitudes which combine with inadequate skills
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to produce the all-too-familiar experience of educational inadequacy. On the
other hand , optimistic assumptions about human learning combined with a
reflective awareness-raising methodology can enable teachers, trainers and
others to support and guide the development of self-organised learners. Learning
naturally and spontaneously from experience derives from the creation of
personal meaning. We have found it useful to define learning as:
The construction, reconstruction, negotiation and exchange of personally
significant, relevant and viable meaning.
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If learning is to be an enriching experience, the meanings that emerge must be
personally significant in some part of the person's life . The viability of these
meanings depends on how richly the individual incorporates them into personal
experience. They must prove useful and effective in mediating future transactions. The process of learning how to learn provides individuals with skills for
conversing with the cultural mindpool in active, personally meaningful terms.
In becoming more aware of this process people can increase their capacity for
learning.

Who the book is for
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This book is aimed at three groups of reader. Firstly, a lay group composed of
people who feel, no matter how fuzzily, that they could do and be more than
they are. It is for those of all ages, nationalities, positions and pursuits in life
who wish to increase their capacity for learning. We are each ultimately responsible for what we become. We may construct ourselves in many ways : stupidly
and dogmatically if we remain the blind and dependent prisoners of our past
assumptions ; or joyously and creatively if we can find the freedom within
ourselves so to do. Anybody can, by putting aside time and making the effort,
begin to explore how they think and feel about their existance and endeavours.
The techniques offered and explained throughout the book are content-free
procedures which will aid this process; they work equally well in all areas of
human experience.
Whilst the book is designed to be used by pairs and small groups, readers
can use two-thirds of it on their own. The last four chapters require more than
one person since they introduce techniques which are designed to increase
our capacity to share personal experience as a basis for learning. This technology can be used by any self-help group to enable its members to increase
their individual and their shared capacity for learning.
The second group of readers for whom the book is intended is that comprising those who have entered a career, job or profeSSion, the purpose of
which is to help others learn. Teachers from primary school to university,
who are interested not only in presenting their subjects but also with how it
is learned, will fmd that these techniques can transform their teaching. Industrial

< BACK
General introduction

xxv

PL

M

SA

and commercial trainers who are concerned with learning processes which can
change attitudes and increase skill and competence can use the ideas to design
more effective training methods. Tutors who are not quite sure how to set about
tutoring someone sensitively and creatively will fmd guidelines in these pages.
Therapists are offered a flexible conversational technology which will enable
them to systematically explore issues which are otherwise difficult to probe.
Counsellors will find techniques for quickly and effectively getting to the heart
of a client's problem. Coaches will find here methods for exploring those questions of personal perception and judgment which are crucial to the success of
their clients but with which they often find it difficult to get to grips. Custodians
who are concerned for their charges' future will find techniques here for initiating and sustaining a conversation which can lead to fruitful change. Finally
Consultants who feel that they are helping individuals, groups and institutions
to grow will find these techniques rapidly becoming some of the tools of their
trade . All these, and any other profession such as doctors, lawyers or architects
who might also conceive of their purpose as 'enabling others to increase their
personal awareness' will find this book useful.
A final specialist group of intended readers are psychologists who are interested in a repertory grid-based technology presented within a 'conversational
science' paradigm. This is not only useful as a systematic method for making
personal meaning explicit, but also points in a direction for the development
of 'hard tools for soft psychologists'. Psychological tool-making need no longer
be restricted to the laboratory and to the measurement of 'individual differences',
but can contribute to the growing science of humanistic psychology .

The need for a conversational methodology
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At first, one of the most puzzling features of psychological research is that
things are not what they are claimed to be. Nine times out often what is designated a theory of learning is concerned to show how a teacher's (or experimenter's) actions appear to bring about changes in a learner's (or animal's)
behaviour. Such explanations are theories of instruction. They are theories
about how to produce impersonal learning in others. For us, a theory oflearning
must be concerned with how learners self-organise their own behaviour and
experience to produce changes, which they themselves value . This definition
of a theory of person-centred learning allows us to look again at theories of
teaching and/or instruction. The chief advocate of trainer-organised learning
has for the past forty years been B. F. Skinner. Others such as R. Mager have
developed training by objectives. C. Rogers, the originator of client-centred
therapy, studied the conditions which a therapist, teacher, tutor, trainer, counsellor, coach, custodian or consultant must create , if they are to enable selforganised learning in others. Rogers identifies 'unconditional positive regard',
'empathy' and 'congruence' as necessary conditions for therapeutic conversation.
This approach is nearer to the spirit of this book than that of Skinner and
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Mager but it still falls short of addressing the learner directly. Rogers's concepts
of 'flowering' and 'growth' reveal a belief that when the facilitator can produce
the right conditions each and any of us will learn. But the enhancement of
the capacity to learn requires more than this. It requires techniques for making
explicit the person's own constructions of the world, so that they may reflect
upon them.
Skinner's position is based on the assumption that psychology and training
will best be served by recruiting the methods of the traditional sciences into
our pursuit of an understanding of human beings. Let us designate this position
the 'physical science' paradigm. It assumes that the scientist theorises about
other people and systematically tests, improves and develops his or her theory
by carrying out experiments on them. The scientist may converse with the
subject to obtain her or his good will. But the subject remains the uncomprehending object of the scientist's theories and experiments. All responsibility
for explanations lies with the scientist. The subjects' explanations are merely
'verbal data'.
Rogers's position is rather different. He believes that the only valid or useful
explanation of the client's experience and behaviour is that offered by the
client. This is not to say that the client's initial explanations are true, but merely
acknowledges them as the only valid starting point for an exploration by the
client into their own process. Let us designate this a 'personal science' paradigm. This paradigm is based on the belief that people must understand and
thus explain themselves and that the role of the practitioner is to create the
conditions in which this may happen.
A third theoretical and methodological paradigm is more suited to human
beings' search for a better understanding of the human condition. This 'conversational science' paradigm is based on the belief that no one can know themselves unaided; nor can they exploit their infmite potential by merely being
facilitated by a non-directive practitioner. The unique attribute of people
is that they can converse. They can pool their experience and even store it
in some externally recorded form. They can identify individual needs. They
can form into groups to formulate and pursue mutually relevant purposes.
They can even invent more flexible forms of institution within which to work,
play or live together.
If co-operation within pairs, groups and institutions is to form the basis
for learning, for self-organised learning and for enabling people to increase
their capacity for learning, then the process must be truly conversational.
Conversation implies that whilst meaning is shared, each participant remains
free to accept, reject and/or reconstruct the shared meanings. They can invent
new meanings. All these are added to the potential for conversation.
Thus the 'conversational science' paradigm recognises that each person is
a separate node of personal meaning; but that people can communicate and
therefore influence each other. Such influence is not one of direct 'cause and
effect' since each person has the potential for self-organisation. A conversational technology accepts people as full participants using their unique position
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as observer of their own experience. The repertory grid is purpose built for use
within this paradigm. It was invented by George Kelly .
Kelly's original statement offers elegant form to a model of man which
embodies this conversational, people-centred approach in psychology. His
Personal Construct Psychology identifies individual constructions of experience
as the source of a person's behaviour and then reconstrued behaviour as the
test-bed for a person's constructions. Kelly fashioned his own experience including that as psychotherapist and teacher into a statement which is specific,
coherent and comprehensive. He summarised his position in a fundamental
postulate and ten corollaries. These warrant the description of 'scientific theory'
as that term is used by the more rigorous exponents of the philosophy of science.
This is uncommon in psychology where the term 'theory' is applied to almost
any attempt at explanation and where the expression 'scientific theory' has for
too long been associated with physical instrumentation and with a non-phenomenological or anti-experiential interpretation of repeatability.
The form given by Kelly to his model of man is by its very nature contentfree. It may be inhabited by any system of constructions which would constitute
'a person'. Indeed, we would argue that it may be animated by any system of
constructions which would constitute a living organism. The potency of Kelly's
construct system is that it offers not only a theory but also the beginnings of
an integral and systematic methodology. To claim that Kelly's theory and
repertory grid technique mark a watershed in social science comparable to
Copernicus and the telescope in natural science, may not appear historically
so outrageous as it now does to many contemporary psychologists. Together
the theory and method contain an embryo of a new breed of aids for navigating the psyche, and for exploring and charting personal, inter-personal and
social space. New content-free psychological tools are being invented and basic
design principles are beginning to emerge . Cyberneticians and computer engineers
developing expert systems and knowledge engineering are inventing ways of
representing, storing and transmitting knowledge. Our approach is concerned
with developing a technology which can represent personal meaning in ways
which enable reflection, review and effective transformation of the quality of
human experience and performance. A major purpose of this book is to introduce and explain that part of our technology which has grown out of the repertory grid.

Conversations for self-organised learning
Learning-to-Iearn in a free and creative way is an intellectually challenging
but emotionally difficult enterprise. It involves clear-sightedly using the widest
range of learning resources. Most people are almost totally unaware of how
they attribute personal meaning to the events, objects, activities and people in
their personal worlds. Self-organisation consists in the ability to converse with
oneself about one's own learning processes and to observe, search, analyse,
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formulate, review, judge, decide and act on the basis of such creative encounters.
This involves as much feeling as thought. Unaided, most people are not able to
generate effective learning conversations with themselves or with others.
Experimental psychologists constructing theories in their meaning-isolated
laboratories have largely ignored the simple truth that it is the meaning attributed to each event, not the event itself, which influences a person's reactions
to it. It is the personal meaning which becomes the personal cause. Actions and
subsequent events represent the 'effects' of this meaning, as it plays out in a
given situation. The construction of personal experience is prior. This process
is essentially conversational. An awareness of this process demands an awareness
of a meta-conversation about learning.
An individual, a pair, a group or an institution can each become the focus
of a learning conversation. Such 'conversational individuals' (C-indis) are each
and all capable of self-organised learning.
A series of tools for reflecting on our own experience and sharing in the
experience of others is systematically offered and explained. These techniques
can be seen to build together into the solid base of an attractive conversational
technology . This can only be properly appreciated through using it. Activities
offered in each chapter offer the reader a guide for obtaining this experience.
The potential of these tools has already inspired a few to steal some of them
unacknowledged. The authors invite the reader to acknowledge their true
sources and to join them in the more rewarding enterprise of openly developing, elaborating, refining and transforming this technology into an ever more
effective means for increasing our capacity to learn. This technology can enable
any individual or group to self-help themselves towards achieving a greater
capacity for self-organised learning. It is also flexible, adaptable and powerful
enough to offer a whole new vista of opportunities to any profession or enterprise whose purpose it is to help others to learn.
Despite many strident new claims, and despite much clamouring and protestation to the contrary, most of the approaches which use terms like 'independent learning', 'self-paced learning', 'independent study skills', 'autonomous
learning' and so on ... misrepresent what they are about. Most of them are
about successfully submitting to be taught. They are about how to accept
instruction at a distance or how to rote learn some of the tricks and shortcuts which those who have already been through the system have developed
for themselves. These methods may work as stop gaps in the short term, but
they have little or nothing to do with effectively taking control of your own
learning destiny. These imitative techniques do not confront the issues involved
in 'learning from experience', nor in continuing to learn 'on the job' or 'in life'
once the stimulus and guidance of the teacher, the trainer or the therapist has
disappeared.
Self-organised learners have the inner freedom and the skills to realistically
identify the learning resources available to them, to define their own learning
purposes in relation to these resources, be they naturally occurring or organised
by institutions offering education, training or therapy. It is the self-organised
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learner who can selectively best make use of the tips and potted experience,
the tricks and occasional insights which are often so initially attractive and so
rapidly disappointing to the disabled or dependent learner. Self-organisation
enables them to escape the dangers of:
(a) the outraged rebellion which is merely the reverse side of an overdependence;
(b) 0 f going it alone with all the brutality and dour results of the fictional
self-made man or woman;
(c) the dependent internally alienated existence awaiting all those who
really do merely submit to being taught.

The scope of the book
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Constructing personal meaning in a clear-sighted and a positive way and creatively negotiating shared meaning with others in the habitats of home, work,
education and society is a very different enterprise to coping with and struggling
through a dogmatic system of public knowledge . The ability to take better
control of the direction, quality and content of our lives is central to mental
health and to making the best use of educational, life and job opportunities .
At a superficial level this is widely acknowledged, but as yet education is only
fumbling toward an effective methodology by which this can be achieved .
Diminishing educational resources, open learning systems, youth training schemes
and retraining are challenging educators to reconsider their myths about educational aims and teaching practice . Learning creatively through personal experience has to be formally recognised, systematically studied, valued, and expertly
managed.
This book attempts to trace out three basic principles and seven themes
concerned with enabling personal learning and the sharing of personal meaning.
The three principles are:

E

1. Real personal learning depends upon an ability to use oneself as a test-bed
for personal validity and viability. The construction of internal referents is
primary. External criteria, normative standards, and assessment by others
are secondary. Thus the quality of learning becomes defined within the
person's own evaluative systems rather than judged against the criteria arrived
at by 'experts'.
2. The dynamics of self-organised learning depends upon an ability to monitor
the construction and reconstruction of personal meaning over time. The
development, expansion, modification and refinement of our personal models
of the world can thus be systematically regulated and appreciated . Inadequate
monitoring leads to inappropriate models and this can be viewed as disruptions to personal growth.
3. Shared meaning as against public knowledge must be truly negotiated. Individuals, pairs, groups and institutions can each become conversational entities
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capable of adaptive, organised learning. Such conversational networks construct their own viability and validity and thus exhibit a capacity for creative
and flexible growth.
The themes may be outlined as follows:
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1. In an ideal world the primary purpose of teachers, trainers and therapists
would be to enable clients to learn more effectively and to increase their
capacity for learning.
2. This ideal purpose is often not appreciated and may be in direct contradiction to the ways in which the practitioners see their job. The more explicit
and practitioner-controlled the instruction or the treatment, the easier it is
for the client whilst the practitioner is present, but the more difficult it is
for such clients when the practitioner is no longer there, since they are
inevitably unprepared for the need to continue learning on their own.
3. Special awareness-raising techniques are required to help people to become
more effective and self-organised learners. These techniques are designed
to enable people to reflect on their expressed or unexpressed thoughts,
feelings and actions as these form part of, or contribute to, learning.
4. As they become more aware of themselves as learners people can begin
to take control of their own learning. Conversational techniques are required
to enable this to happen and to support and guide the learner through the
processes of change.
5. The process of becoming self-organised is the development of an ability to
conduct such learning conversations with oneself.
6. An important resource for learning is other people. Special awareness-raising
techniques may be necessary to help people learn how to exchange experience. Networks of such creative conversations for learning can convert a
pair, a group or an institution into an effective learning system. If it can
reflect on its own process, it can conduct a learning conversation with itself
and the system becomes self-organised.
7. By analogy to the creatively communicating network of self-organised learners
we come round full circle to illuminate how any individual may become more
fully functioning by recognising that each of us is a 'community of selves'.
When released and free to converse with one another these selves all add to
the quality of our inner life and to the effectiveness of our outer activities.
The contents of each chapter may be summarised as follows :

Chapter 1 Attempts to get at the core issues of personal meaning and explores
how this relates to public knowledge, artifacts of human culture, experience
and endeavour. Art, science, technology, religion and social systems have produced artifacts which represent a store-house of the most enduring systems
of public meaning, the mindpool of human cultures. It defines personal learning by contrasting it with impersonal, public or alienated learning. It explores
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the idea that it is the process of self-organisation, of taking effective responsibility for one's own learning, which makes knowledge, skills and attitudes
truly personal. Self-organised learning is seen as the process of constructing
personally relevant and viable meanings.
Chapter 2 Explores how, by reflecting upon significant items in our own experience, we may gradually become aware of how we learn. The process of elicitation of items of experience is itself part of reflective learning.
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Chapters 3, 4 and 5 Explain and demonstrate how the repertory grid technique
may be used first to elicit personal meanings and then to reflect upon patterns
of meaning which have been unappreciated before they were externally
represented. The process of eliciting a grid is explained, and a simple method
('FOCUS') for revealing the patterns of meaning hidden within the raw grid is
explained step by step. Then, the process of talking someone back through the
implications of their FOCUSed grid is explained and illustrated. The reflective
process starts with the elicitation of elements and constructs and moves on to
feedback the FOCUSed grid, offering reflection at a deeper structure of personal
meaning.
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Chapter 6 Summarises the reflective use of single grids and reveals the need for
a conversational approach. This illustrates the fundamental difference between
self-organised learning and the current practice of much teaching, training and
therapy. The conversational method is explained with the FOCUSed grid as
the tool for purposeful learning activities. The 'learning conversation' in its
embryonic form is developed here. Having established the idea that the construction of personal meaning is the essential ingredient of effective learning,
alternate methods for representing systems of meaning in space and time need
to be considered.
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Chapter 7 Expands and elaborates on how such meaning may be represented
and how such representations enable or inhibit reflection. Other dimensions
of reflection are considered and the TRIGRID technique is introduced as a
more precise and flexible reflective learning tool.
Chapter 8 Suggests that the process of perception, the means by which we attribute meaning to the stuff of our senses, should be of much more central concern
in education, training and therapy. One mechanism that produces the robotlearner is the unquestionableness of perception which gives the illusion of
objective knowledge. This chapter takes perception apart so that one may reflect
upon it as part of the process of construction of personal meaning. The PERCEPTUAL grid is introduced, explained and demonstrated. Procedures for conducting learning conversations about perceptual and judgmental organisations are
introduced. Some of perception is not descriptive. Its contributions control
information and this can be enhanced in the development of skilled behaviour.
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Chapter 9 Leads on to the idea of the EVALUATE grid which allows us to
explore the processes of subjective judgment. Methods for comparing one
grid with another are explained and illustrated . The idea of self-assessment
is explored and methods for reflecting upon this process are illustrated. The
CHANGE grid uses these techniques to examine and reflect upon how our
thoughts and feelings change with time. The CHANGE grid enables the learner
to examine learning in personal terms without recourse to the intentions of
the teacher , trainer or therapist .
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Chapter 10 Returns to the idea that all learning is conversational. It puts forward
a model of the conversational exchange process and shows how a series of
techniques under the general heading of EXCHANGE grids can be used to
enhance the quality and effectiveness of interpersonal communication. Whilst
Chapter 6 uses conversational methods for eliciting and reflecting on individual
grids, Chapter 10 uses grids for reflecting upon the quality of conversational
exchange. It also examines the notion of how the choice of referents is an
important component of an effective learning conversation. This leads on to a
discussion of examinations and assessment as a process of exchange between
teachers and learners.
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Chapter 11 Shows how the THESAURUS, POOL and REFINE, and CONSENSUS FRAME grids can be used by a group to elicit, pool and refine all the
significant meanings contributed by any member into a self-generated two-level
language. This can be used to systematically explore areas of real agreement
and disagreement in the group as part of the conversational process. The idea
of the group or institution as a learning system is consolidated around the
SOCIO-GRID technique. By analogy to a learning conversation within a group,
this technique can be used to illuminate the person as a 'community of selves' .
Awareness of this internal community is part of the process of self-organised
learning.
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In Chapters 1-11 the grid is recruited as a feedback device to bring into greater
awareness the structure of personal systems for modelling the world, so that
individuals, groups and institutions can become more effective as learners,
people and as social enterprises. This CSHL grid-based technology has transformed the use of the grid into a precise, sensitive and flexible instrument
that allows individuals, pairs and groups to explicitly construct their meaning
systems about any topic. Such uniquely individual systems of meaning are
created as indicators of how they experience the topic , acting, as Kelly suggests,
like a pair of spect acles focusing and colouring their personal worlds. We have
tried to grind the lens more fmely and to extend the repertory grid displays to
any facet of human learning and experience. Individual, two-person, group
and institutional grids have been used to enhance the quality of personal meaning generated by reflection and review of a chosen topic. But there is nothing
sacrosanct about the two-dimensional matrix of the grid. Kelly saw construct
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systems as fragmented, partially permeable hierarchical structures. From the
early 1970s onwards we have expanded our technology to include the suite
of 'structures of meaning' techniques capable of expressing personal systems
of meaning more flexibly, and also more recently three-dimensional computer
graphic displays capable of running outside real time and of representing multicausal systems. There is an infmite scope for processing and displaying constructions of experience and for using these to generate powerful learning
conversations in education, training and therapy.
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Chapter 12 Reconfronts the basic message throughout the book, namely that
reflective learning is essentially conversational and that this requires a systematic methodology. This book has taken the FOCUSed repertory grid in all its
manifestations and applications as the primary tool for enhancing learning
competence. This reflective grid methodology forms part of the meta-theoretical framework of a more fully articulated theory of 'learning conversations'.
Chapter 12 reviews the role of systematic awareness-raising techniques in the
practice of learning conversations and points forward to a wider class of 'beyond
the grid techniques' capable of representing meaning more fully and dynamically.
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A 'grid tricks' section pulls together the different aspects of the Repertory Grid
Reflective Learning Technology so that readers can easily identify how these
relate to · each chapter and to the pattern of the book as a whole. Associated
with the technology is an integrated system of computer programs. A brief
description of these and their functions within our self-organised approach to
learning is presented in this section. Areas and examples of grid application
are described in Appendix A. A brief outline of the aims, functions,methodology
and publications of the CSHL is presented in AppendiX B.
Throughout this book our approach has been practical. The manual aspect
of the book enables readers to work through activities and examples so that
they gain sufficient familiarity to apply the techniques and ideas. Each chapter
gives sufficient information in the form of flow charts, step-by-step descriptions
and activities to enable readers to work and re-work through the techniques.
Cases and examples have been selected from the wide range of CSHL research
projects in industry, education, government and commerce. These include
management training, quality control, team work in research, manufacturing
and production, self-organised learning at a distance and in higher education,
learning-to-learn in junior schools, course evaluation, appraisal, job selection,
youth training, teaching and learning subject matter, e.g. chemistry, maths,
art, statistics or architecture, as well as reading-to-learn, staff development,
social work, counselling and therapy.
Through practical experience, our aim has been to communicate the philosophy, basic concepts, techniques and also the excitement of our approach
to self-organised learning, rooted in a mass of research work at the Centre for
the Study of Human Learning over the past twenty years. The repertory grid
has been recruited as part of a radical technology. This reflective learning tech-
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nology has allowed us to tackle the complexity of human learning as it occurs
in the habitats of work, education and society. It has thus been thoroughly
tested and validated in many applied areas of human learning. It can be recruited
by the individual, pairs, small and large groups as well as whole organisations
to change our whole way of thinking about and developing our learning.
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The personal nature of self-organised
learning

What is learning? that we may reflect upon it

SA

E

PL

M

In some fuzzily defmed sense everybody knows what is meant by 'learning'.
Most people in our society have been to school. Many have spent some time
in continuing education. All learned from these experiences. Many, also, even
learned some of what was intended by their teachers and by those who designed
the curricular events. Those able to work for a living may have been exposed
to training programmes in industry, commerce, government service or elsewhere;
those not able to obtain work may have been introduced to community enterprise activities or other programmes designed to help them. A significant proportion of the population has enjoyed or suffered the 'emotional' or 'whole
person' learning associated with some form of psychotherapy or counselling.
There are , in contemporary society, more organised opportunities for learning
than at any other time in history. But, it is this very universality of institutionally authorised learning which can mislead people into believing that everybody's ideas about learning are much the same. Paradoxically, this assumption,
that we know exactly how it is for others, co-exists with the deep-seated conviction that our own significant learning experiences are unique. Indeed, many
people feel that most of their 'real learning' has taken place outside the realms
of organised education, training and counselling.
'This book is about learning' is a statement which, at first sight, appears
both lucid and straightforward . But, it will not arouse the same ideas in each
reader. Nor will the 'pattern of meaning' attributed to it by any reader, either
now or after reading this chapter, be the same as that in the minds of the authors
as they write it. Reading is just one example of the process of learning.
But what is learning?
Many practitioners would define it as:
The acquisition of appropriate knowledge, skills and attitudes to be measured
according to publicly acknowledged standards.
Or as:

2

The personal nature of self-organised learning

< BACK
The achievement of valued changes in behaviour or experience, to be assessed
according to some predetermined norm.
However, learning can always be viewed from several perspectives.
Who is to decide what is appropriate?
Who is to value the changes?
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New insights gained by the student of thermodynamics, when designing a
heat pump for the central heating system of her Thames-side barge , may not
guarantee that the chemistry tutor awards her a '8' grade in an essay on that
topic. Changes viewed by the trainer, teacher or the therapist as desirable may
not appear · so to the manager of the trainee, to the parent of the schoolchild
or to the family of the patient.
Here the view is taken that the learner's own evaluation should have priority.
Hence the 'personal' nature of self-organised learning. The trainees, the students
and the clients will themselves have their own views which influence what and
how they learn.
Earlier (page xxii) we suggested that learning is best defined as:
The construction and reconstruction, exchange and negotiation of
significant, relevant and viable meanings.
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This results in personally valued changes in thoughts, feelings and actions.
New patterns of meaning are expressed as knowledge, attitudes and skills unique
to each individual. Changes in meaning contribute to changes in both experience and behaviour.
This book is about 'personal learning'. It is about how each of us can make
better use of public knowledge, of other people and of the day-to-day events
of our own life. It indicates how each individual may become more aware of
these universally available but individually unique, personal resources for learning i.e. personal experience. It is, therefore, about enabling people to develop
and grow in ways and directions that are best suited to each person's own needs
and purposes in their own place and time_
Here it is argued that teaching, training and therapy are at their best when
construed as the encouragement and management of self-organised learning.
The following chapters provide a scheme and techniques for transforming the
essentially derivative activities of being instructed, trained or treated into more
autonomous and self-appreciating processes. Tools are offered with which
individuals and groups can achieve a personal revolution without feeling that
this necessarily requires other people, institutions, political systems or society
as a whole to change.
The outcomes of personal, self-organised learning are different for each
individual. The saint, the sinner, the artist, the scientist, the musician, the
technician and the candlestick-maker can each be enabled,
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(1) to identify their practical, intellectual and emotional needs;
(2) to define their purposes more clearly;
(3) to achieve them more effectively.
They can learn·how·to·learn.
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People often need to leam from some systematic presentation of public
information . It may be a television programme, a lecture, a speech at a con·
ference or a public meeting. People attending such an event may all behave
in much the same way. They will wander in and sit down facing the speaker;
they will appear to be attending to what is being said, they mayor may not
ask questions and when the event fmishes they will leave. But what goes on
inside each of them is very different. Most of the audience will attempt to
understand what the speaker intends to convey. Some will feel that, in their
own terms, they have succeeded. Others may feel they have failed. Some may
believe that they have succeeded but later discover that they remember very
little, or they will discover that what they 'remember' is very different from
what others recollect. Some will be convinced by each word of the speaker,
others will fmd themselves in hot dispute. A few of the audience may not be
trying to follow the lecture very closely. They are more interested in appre·
ciating an entertaining public performance; or they may be happily daydream·
ing. Just occasionally a self·organised learner will be constructing a personal
experience which will stay with him or her for the rest of his or her life. The
ways in which each individual member of the audience listens - how they
relate what the lecturer is saying and displaying, to their own experience how they create a private conversation with the speaker in their heads - will
largely determine what they learn and therefore what they will later be able
to think, feel, say and do about it.
One person being made redundant may use the experience to begin a whole
new line of productive achievement; whereas another faced with the 'same'
event experiences it as an unmitigated disaster. Two people fortunate enough
to be starting in similar jobs at the same time can make very different use of
their opportunities. Circumstances do differ, times can be harder or easier,
but, much more than is usually recognised, people differ in their ability to
learn from experience. They differ in how they select, construct and reflect
upon their experience so that they may learn from it.
Each of us can learn to be more sensitive to relevant events. We can take
more care in attributing meaning to them, and we can all spend more time
reflecting upon our experiences. We can also learn to create experiences from
which to learn.
This is equally true for most realms of human existence in: marriage - work
- art - sport - play - entertainment - friendships - rivalries - societies institutions - and between nations . We could and should all learn to create
and use our experience more effectively.

E
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All those who are responsible for producing the systematically organised events
from which others are intended to learn will find that the ideas and conversational procedures here on offer could radically change their thinking, feelings
and practice. The following chapters contain a new approach to the task of
enabling others to learn more effectively. Teachers, trainers, tutors, therapists,
coaches, counsellors, custodians and consultants (T-C) may all value a set of new
tools which can enable them to identify, and thus to start from, where the
learner truly is, experientially, in his or her own terms. It is as important, if not
more important, for such practitioners to appreciate the learner's (student's,
client's, patient's, pupil's,) personal constructions of experience, as it is for
them to observe the learner's behaviour.
This book is also intended to be of direct use to learners. Learners of all
ages may value methods with which they can become more aware of their own
perceptions, thoughts and feelings. Learners from many different walks of life
may appreciate a methodology through which they can systematically learn
how to learn more competently, by and for themselves. They may value techniques with which they can more effectively enter into the perceptions, thoughts
and feelings of others; and they may value tools with which they can construct,
negotiate and share meanings more fully and effectively with a wider range of
fellows.
This message is, therefore, intended for a wide audience. The repertory grid,
and the philosophy of personal learning which the authors here associate with
it, cuts across many traditional boundaries. The reason for this diversity of
appeal is that these techniques are 'content-free'. They focus on the processes
of reflective learning, recruiting the specific contents of each person's experience
as their own unique and necessary resources for personal growth and development.
Readers who have a vested interest in their professed topic may, at first,
fmd this approach strange. The methods are essentially independent of the topic
being learned, but this does not mean that the material and/or previous training
and experience is ignored or degraded. On the contrary these methods are
used to enable and manage the process of learning so that any topic becomes
more alive in terms that are different but personally relevant for each participant. Thus, these techniques can routinely bring about what only the outstanding practitioner achieves intuitively. They can also help to break down the
barriers which usually prevent any combination of teachers, trainers, tutors and
therapists, coaches, counsellors, custodians and consultants from learning about
the management of learning through an exchange of experience.
The terms 'training', 'teaching', 'tutoring', 'therapy', 'coaching', 'counselling',
'custody' and 'consulting' define some of the professional activities which are,
or should be, concerned with the encouragement of personal learning. To avoid
lengthy repetition and to encourage the reader to place their own interests at
the centre of attention this whole apparent kaleidoscope of professions will be
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referred to as T-C. The tenn will be used as both noun (e.g. teacher, consultant)
and as a verb (e.g. to teach and to consult). Thus it is hoped that, amongst
others, the football coach, the primary school teacher, the management consultant, the apprentice supervisor, the psychiatrist, the prison officer and the
don will find these variations on, and developments of, the repertory grid
personally and professionally useful.

Experience as a resource for learning

SA

T-C is not usually treated as one coherent set of related activities. The idea that
a practitioner in any of these professional areas could gain by construing what
they do as 'encouraging and managing self-organised learning' may seem naIve.
But it identifies a purpose which could become the shared aim of all of them.
It is a theme which may allow practitioners to transcend their own investment
in one particular area of expertise. However, before considering the implications
of this idea more fully, readers are asked to contemplate their own thoughts
and feelings about the categorisations which nonnally separate and divide them.
T -Cs are often grouped according to:
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the topic they profess;
the clients whom they serve;
the institutions for which they work;
the personal style and methods of the practitioner;
the clinical, pedagogic or academic authority to whom they offer allegiance.
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These diversive categorisations are accepted and often reinforced by the practitioners themselves.
Mathematics teachers feel that they have little in common with language
experts. The instructor chef does not feel that he has much to learn from the
nursing tutor. At tertiary level this topic division can become so strong that, for
example, the staff of a physics department may want to teach its own mathematics because the maths department 'does not seem able to understand what
we need'. Such divisions multiply where topic knowledge is seen to be the prime
and only expertise. The anny instructor, the teacher in the finishing school for
young ladies, the training manager in a multi-national company, the consultant
psychiatrist in a teaching hospital and the polytechnic professor may each feel
that they are defined (and inevitably divided) by their institutional allegiance.
The coach of young Olympics swimming hopefuls, the staff in a school for the
blind and the custodians of a remand home for teenage delinquents gain much
of their confidence from their specialist experience and understanding of their
clients. The well-prepared 'factual' lecturer depreciates equally the skills of the
eratic inspirational teacher and the hypersensitive encounter group leader.
The effective tutor may have little time f.or Computer-Aided Instruction. The
followers of Montessori have fought with those that owed allegiance to Froebel,
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and Coverdale differs from M. Argyle . The Skinnerian behaviour therapist
can hardly talk to the more Rogerian client-centred counsellor and they may
both appear to hate the psychoanalyst.

But these divisions all contain successful and less successful practitioners. It
is our contention that much of the basis of success lies in the individual's attitudes towards personal learning. It lies in their appreciation of self-organisation
both in themselves and in others.
The reader is invited to take a further step towards understanding what the
authors intend, by reflecting upon their own thoughts and feelings about practitioners who are so categorised. Consider your construing of the implications
of some 'typical' topic divisions. How do people - employed to help others
learn the following topics - teach, train, tutor, treat, coach, consult with,
constrain and/or counsel their clients?
LIST 1 - TOPICS
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cost accounting
computer programming work study
social work
theology
tennis
sex therapy
sheet metal work sales technique
local government English literature
ballet
Ikebana
boxing
Russian
feeding a baby
omelette-making knife throwing
(The reader is invited to add topics from their own experience to this list.)
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Contemplate the 'images of learning' evoked in you by each topic in turn.
The process of reflecting upon experience is the nub of the methodology advocated throughout this book. Each personal image is, in the jargon of the repertory grid, called an 'element' or 'item of experience'. The grid is designed to
help people explore such 'items of experience' . Deeply personal thoughts and
feelings about any issue are both our greatest resource and a major barrier to
our learning. The repertory grid is a key to unlocking the barrier and accessing the resource . It is a systematic procedure for constructively recruiting
these resources into our learning. It can also help us to reflect upon and thus
begin to dissolve the internal barricades of prejudice, disruptive feelings and
wilful misunderstanding which so often prevent us from learning. Conversational
use of the grid can free us to review our personal resources and rebuild our
ideas, skills and attitudes into more personally constructive patterns of meaning
and action.
The authors' purpose in writing this book is to challenge all those concerned
with the giving or receiving of T-C to reconsider the basic nature of these activities . You, the reader, are invited to recruit your own personal experience into
this enterprise . You are asked to consider and 'stay with' the possibility that you
may have some ways of thinking and feeling which are prejudicial to effective
personal learning. This is equally likely (or unlikely) whether you believe in
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'permissive' or 'autocratic' , 'structured' or 'unstructured', ' participative' or
'distanced' methods of T-C. You are invited now to contemplate your own
immediate experience. How do you perceive , think and feel about what you
are reading? The answer to this question may reveal how habitual thoughts,
feelings and reactions are enabling you to , or preventing you from, really trying
to fully understand the authors' point of view. You do not necessarily have to
agree, merely to allow yourself to appreciate what may be being offered.
Contrary to our experience in face -to-face courses, we, the authors, have
been advised, and , having reflected upon our own experiences of others' books,
have reluctantly concluded that for many readers a challenging first-person
form of presentation is felt to be unprofessional and can therefore be rather
off-putting and counter-productive. We therefore propose to decently submerge
ourselves again into the content and to hide within a third person form, only
occasionally re-emerging to re-affirm the essentially personal nature of what we
are proposing.
Throughout the text there are exercises and procedures, and there are suggestions for projects. Together these illustrate some of the repertory grid componen ts of the CSHL personal learning technology . Readers who are considering
using these techniques with their clients or on themselves are very strongly
recommended to work through these activities . Enabling personal learning with
the repertory grid is rather like learning to swim, to manipulate the calculus
or to speak a foreign language. A certain amount of initial briefmg can save a
lot of wasted time. But no amount of study, reading or talking about the topic
can substitute for trying out the skills for oneself. The meaning of much of what
is presented here will be transformed for those who elicit, reflect upon, exchange
and negotiate their own personal values, perceptions, thoughts and feelings as
they proceed through the text.

Activity 1.1 Reflecting on how topics influence learning

Consider the topics in List 1 (page 6). Add others to represent the types of
T-C with which you are most familiar, either as practitioner or client. If the
idea of thinking about any specific topic in the list puts you off the whole
exercise, cross it out (but remain aware that you have done so). Now for each
topic in your list put yourself in the position of a learner, and think and feel
yourself into what is for you a 'true-to-life' reconstruction of an event which
you feel typically occurs in the organised learning of that topic. Accept and
briefly explore whatever your own assumptions reveal. For example, think
about tennis, put yourself into what you feel would be a typical tennis coaching situation. Make only sufficient notes to act as a personal reminder of the
event you have associated with each topic. Now reconsider each event and,
still from the position of learner, imagine how you could make the best use
of it. Again make only sufficient notes to rem ind you of what a good learning
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experience would have been. When you have finished this for all the topics
in your list consider how each might have (been) turned into a bad learning
experience.
For example, how would you expect a Zen master to teach you Ikebana.
How could you make the best use of the experience of being with him whilst
he makes a flower arrangement? and how might you have reacted to turn it
into a negative learning experience? Similarly for learning Russian, sheet metal
work, boxing or ballet.
Now, put yourself into the position of a T-C practitioner. What is your own
topic? Could you enrich your skills by reflecting upon some of the events which
you have felt were typical of other topics? Could you increase the range of
events which you usually create (or have seen created) for clients learning your
topic? How would you manage these events to enable your clients/learners to
maximise their learning? How could you help them to avoid turning such events
into negative learning experiences?
Note: This is a tentative first step in the direction of using your own experience
as a resource for learning. As the guidance becomes more specific and systematic
the reconstruction of the personal experience becomes more thorough and
detailed, and the process of reflection becomes more focused and penetrating.

Activities 1.2 - 1.5

M

You may find it illuminating, now or later, to repeat Activity 1.1 using the
following lists to trigger off other aspects of your thoughts and feelings (prejudices and understanding) about learning.
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Activity 1.2 Reflecting on how clients influence learning
List 2 - CI ients

E

Six-year-olds in primary school
School-Ieavers
Suburban housewives
Postgraduate clinicians
Engineering undergraduates
Homosexuals in their middle twenties
Asian immigrants
The Olympic rowing squad
Gas fitter apprentices
Dolphins
A group of senior managers from multi-national companies

Activity 1.3 Reflecting on how institutions influence learning
List 3 - Institutions
Summerhill
Nursery school

Technical college
Staff college
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The Marriage Guidance Council
The Open University
A prison workshop
Oxbridge university
The central training dept of a large
company
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A co-counselling group
An apprentice training school
The army catering school
Greyfriars

Activity 1.4 Reflecting on how methods influence learning
List 4 - Methods
Action learning
Business game
Tutorial
Discussion group
Change agency
Laboratory experiment
Reading
Seminar
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Lecture
Look and say
Project work
Simulator
Language laboratory
Experiental workshop
Training within industry
Micro-computer
Repertory grid

List 5 - Pedagogic authorities

Mahatma Gandhi
Alf Garnett
Jerome Bruner
Coverdale
Piaget
Froebel

Carl Rogers
Pavlov
Janet and John
Arnold of Rugby
Idries Shah

E

Montessori
Socrates
B.F. Skinner
Ivan IIlich
Douglas Seymour
Vygotsky

PL

Activity 1.5 Reflecting on how pedagogic authorities influence
learning

It is possible that the ideas about learn ing revitalised by Activities 1.1 to
1.5 have revealed some personal assumptions of which the reader was not
initially fully aware or willing to consciously admit. Sharing the experience
of these exercises with others who have also tried them may heighten this
awareness. The similarities and contrasts between people's assumptions can
create a context in which each person becomes more aware of the limitations
of his or her own view.
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Young 'high-flyer' managers from a multi-national company who are, say,
supporting each other in carrying out action learning projects.
Twelve-year-olds in a secondary modem school who are learning, lesson
by lesson, how more successfully to disrupt their arithmetic class.
A disparate group of people aged 23 to 56 re-training as watch and clock
repairers in a government skill centre.
Lively middle-class suburbanites who are all, for a variety of reasons,
studying Russian at an evening class.
Potential marriage guidance counsellors taking part in a residential experiential 'social skills' course.
School-Ieavers 'sitting by Nellie' to learn to wire printed circuit boards for
inclusion in colour television sets.
Teenagers informally studying at the modern equivalent of Fagin's school
for pickpockets.
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Topics, clients, institutions, techniques, authorities (clinical, pedagogic or
academic) and personal style are not necessarily the most useful categorisations
within which to explore the relationships between the processes of learning
and the practices of T-C. It is hidden assumptions made by both clients and
practitioners about how learning takes place which directly influence how
T-C events are created and how such learning opportunities are exploited or
missed.
There is a superficial layer of apparently shared understanding about the
nature of learning. From this, tokens are moulded for use in the typically
frozen conversations of everyday exchange. These derive from, and help to
perpetuate, a belief in the commonality of experience of people in our society.
Beneath this ritualistic layer of agreement, even those involved in the 'same'
opportunities construct very dissimilar personal explanations of their own
learning processes. They also develop very disparate feelings towards the activity
of learning. This can be equally true among (say):

The attitudes and assumptions which the members of anyone of these groups
bring to their learning situation, and therefore their capacity to learn in it,
are influenced by the cumulative impact of what they intuitively take to be their
relevant past. One has only to see a group of foundry foremen, helicopter pilots
or nursery school teachers taking their seats for, say, a 'safety' lecture in a space
laid out like a traditional classroom to realise how quickly all the old associations come crowding back. Such associations cannot easily be expressed even
to oneself, but they influence one's capacity to learn in each new situation.
One of the first studies in which the authors collaborated revealed the wide
variety of personal myths which guide undergraduates in their learning activities.
The most easily related myths were usually about what students felt to be the
necessary physical or social conditions of learning. Many described how they
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must have coffee or snacks to hand all the time, but others saw even regular
mea1s as interruptions which disturbed their efforts to learn. Some students
knew that they had to sit up 'properly' at a desk if they were to read something
and really remember it, whilst others were equally convinced that they could
only really concentrate if they were comfortably stretched out on the carpet.
There were those who had to have complete silence if they were stUdying.
Others 'knew' that they could not work without a background of radio or
recorded music. Alistair Cooke, Tony Blackburn, the Beatles, Beethoven, Richard
Baker, Michael Parkinson and the Who were a11 known to be persona1ly helpful
to certain processes of learning. For some 'serious learning' was always and
only achieved privately on their own, whilst others only thoroughly understood
a topic after talking it over with other students . Persona1 beliefs about being
'a morning person' or only being able to work effectively between 10 p.m. and
3 a.m. at night were held equally strongly by different learners; so were ideas
about the optima1 length of personal study sessions. Preferences varied from
20 to 30 minutes to 6 or 8 hours. Thus, even at the most superficia1 level of
personal myth, the token agreement soon disperses to reveal a welter of conflicting persona1 assumptions.
Towards the end of the third session in a series of four interviews to explore
the impact of exams on his study habits, one psychology honours student
found himself revealing the following view of his own learning. Thinking himself to be mature (26 years old) he was convinced that his memory had reached
its limits. He had, therefore, to be very careful not to learn anything which was
not crucially important because whenever he now learned anything he inevitably
forgot something else. This deep-seated belief about his own processes was
unaffected by his 'carefully filtered' public knowledge of various psychologists'
approach to learning; he was familiar, for example, with the work ofB.F. Skinner,
J. Piaget, C. Rogers, J. Bruner and S. Freud. Another interviewee harboured
the personal myth that his Cockney accent prevented him from ever learning
a foreign language. Discussion revealed that during his first few weeks of modern
languages at school he had been instructed to stand on a stool in front of his
class and was then ridiculed for his attempts to pronounce simple French words.
Similar studies among other, publicly less successful, groups of learners have
revealed a veritable Aladdin's cave of seemingly bizarre personal models of the
learning process. But who is to say that each of these do not influence their
possessor's capacity for learning? Indeed, since such myths exist and each exerts
its own unique influence, can they really be thought bizarre?
Deeper, implicit myths are about the learners' views of their own 'innate'
capacities. They have come to a firm belief about their talents for maths or
dancing, for writing, athletics, chess, house repairs or embroidery. Everybody
into or beyond their teens a1ready 'seem to know' that they lack a whole range
of special aptitudes or ta1ents.
Another hidden source of persona1 myths about learning is the habitual
mode in which an individual imagines or remembers events. People who think
largely in visua1 terms believe this to be a universa1 human characteristic. Little
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do these visualisers know that some of us have never experienced a coloured visual
image in our life, that we do not see words as we are wondering what to say, and
do not experience number patterns as we do arithmetic. People who habitually
sub -vocalise, have auditory imagery, or 'feel' themselves doing things with their
muscle sense, are often equally convinced that everybody else remembers or
imagines as they do. The increased learning potential that lies in achieving consciously controlled multiple imagery is in itself sufficient justification for the
encouragement of greater awareness of one 's own processes. What is true for the
blind, deaf and dumb in the external world is true for the internally disabled in the
world of imagination. Self-organisation is partly a matter of being able to exercise
more choice over the mode of one's own memory, thoughts and imagination.
People have negative myths about their body, their inability to think logically,
the bluntness of their aesthetic sensibilities, their lack of inventiveness or their
incapacity to empathise with others. Many of these disabling myths are hidden
within what are construed as positive personal attributes. These are expressed, for
example, as toughness, femininity, common sense, academic purity, hard-headed
business nous etc., etc. In themselves all and each of these characteristics can be
operationally positive when they are taken as indicating active potential for
certain types of human experience. But many individuals stifle their own personal
learning by implicitly formulating a supposedly positive characteristic as the
avoidance or suppression of certain areas of experience in oneself or in others.
Deeper still are the personal myths constructed to 'excuse' habitual operational
incompetence. These are expressed as objective knowledge about intelligence, personality, health and creativity. Such assumptions about 'my ability to learn' are
often only dimly recognised by the person possessing them. Indeed, sometimes
the surface or easily verbalised beliefs of the individual run counter to the deeper
patterns of meaning which are the springs of action. The deep patterns, those
implicit assumptions , the personal myths and insights, play out as feelings,
thoughts and actions in the classroom, the boardroom, the workshop, the lecture
theatre or the surgery; in the consulting room, on the sportsfield, in prisons, on
the job or with one's children in the home. 'Objective' records (e.g. video tapes)
of the detailed behaviour taking place in these situations can be used to help
participants raise their implicit assumptions into awareness by talking themselves
back through such events. This allows them to attempt to reconstruct the
original experience and thus systematically explore the non-conscious decisionmaking which shapes their behaviours. The patterns in this spontaneous decisionmaking reveal the values and the meanings which are contained in their deeply
held but hidden personal myths about their own learning capacities.

Activity 1.6 Identifying your personal myths about your capacity
for learning
These unacknowledged feelings and implicit assumptions about learning can be
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explored using the repertory grid. The techniques, examples and exercises in
the following chapters explain how this may be done.
Identify an area or topic of learning which is currently important to you,
e.g. '0' level maths, getting on with people at a cocktail party, digging a hole
in hard ground, playing the piano, being more political (with a small p) at
work, etc., etc.
2 Think about. the conditions, physical and social, in which you are trying to
learn.
(a)

List all the possible physical conditions in which you might try to learn.
Rate them on a seven-point scale from:
perfect for me to learn in
good for me to learn in
fairly good for me to learn in
average for me to learn in
not easy for me to learn in
difficult for me to learn in
impossible for me to learn in

SA

7
6
5
4
3
2
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(b) List all the social conditions in which you might try to learn. Rate these
on the same seven-point scale.
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3 Think about all the resources available to you for learning in your selected
area or topic, e.g. lessons, books, outside lecturers, practicals, visits, teachers,
skilled practitioners or experts on the topic, other learners, audio tapes, video
recordings, equipment, mock-ups, feasibility studies, sitting by Nellie, etc.,
etc. List all those resources. Rate them on the seven-point scale.

E

4 Think about your learning skills, e.g. listening, talking, reading, writing, thinking, feeling, tasting, problem-solving, empathising with others, etc., etc. List
all those relevant to your learning. Rate them on the seven-point scale.
5 Think about what you believe to be your own talents, learning capacities,
personality traits, character, etc., etc. Rate them on a seven-point scale from:
7
6
5
4
3
2

Make
Make
Make
Make
Make
Make
Make

it very easy for me to learn
it easy for me to learn
it relatively easy for me to learn
it average for me to learn
it relatively difficult for me to learn
it difficult for me to learn
it very difficult for me to learn

6 Explore your personal myths about your learning capacity in different topic
areas.
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Together, the authors share over fifty years of widely varying experience in
training, teaching, tutoring, therapy, coaching, custody, counselling and consulting. They also, together, represent nearly a hundred years of learning. This
experience, practice and research, reinforced by observation and conversation
with, over the years, thousands of other practitioners has for the most part
been profoundly depressing. It has convinced us that many of the implicit
assumptions about the nature of learning which permeate organised T-C are
incompatible with the encouragement of personally significant learning. As
such anti-personal-learning assumptions play themselves out in practice they
produce boredom, anxiety, alienation, fear, apathy and humiliation. They
produce in the learners a loss of belief in themselves and an active dislike of
'learning' which is all too typical of the clients in many T-C institutions . These
anti-personal-learning assumptions of practitioners produce complementary
assumptions in the clients. Most people practising T-C do have their clients'
interests at heart most of the time, but at some level in their perceptions, thoughts
and feelings are beliefs about, for example, intelligence, physical prowess,
personality, special talents, age, race, religion, sex, politics and the effectiveness
of certain methods which seriously interfere with the personal learning of their
clients. This is true in psychiatry and in primary schools, in swimming pools
and machine shops, in TOPS* courses and master classes. This vicious circle of
self-perpetuating myths re-fertilises itself from generation to generation.
If learning is to be felt as a positive experience, then the products of learning
must be effectively integrated into a wide and flexible array of subsequent
thoughts, feelings and actions. The learning must become personally significant.
Individuals achieve personal learning by reflecting upon their own experience
to incorporate it into their developing understanding. For those who achieve
the happy habit or knack of personal learning, each T-C event becomes an
opportunity for growth and development. For those who do not learn to bring
this relatively simple mechanism into operation, each event adds to their intellectual burden and reinforces the barriers within them that interfere with creative understanding. This is why one person learns enormously from an opportunity in which another fmds nothing significant. For example, a first job, a
school trip abroad, a conference, a pay negotiation, a love affair or an accident.
Much organised education, training and therapy does not encourage personal
learning. Short-term, personally irrelevant public-know ledge-laden outcomes of
T-C are valued (and evaluated) at the expense of sustained, personally valued
learning achievements. Even among the 'successful' most people learn how to be
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*TOPS - Manpower Services Commission Retraining Courses.
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taught, not how to learn. They become dependent upon being instructed; and
then at work and in life, in the absence of organised T-C, they are unable to
continue learning.
Thus many people leave school (or further and tertiary education) believing
that effective learning consists of receiving established systems of objective
knowledge in well-organised pre-digested forms. Such impersonal knowledge
is either rejected or it remains separated from real-life experience and can only
be used for limited pre-determined purposes in limited pre-determined situations. Such people may have learned how to be taught but they have not
learned how to learn. For them the knowledge acquired by instruction never
gets fully incorporated into their imagination, perceptions, feelings and thoughts.
F or others, more disastrously, the instructed knowledge replaces the central
system of living meaning and, at worst, they become the impossible T-Cs of the
next generation. Just occasionally each of us becomes free enough to recognise
some fragment of this process in ourselves; and the horrifying thought breaks
through that most of us are in this condition most of the time. We are so programmed by our up-bringing, education, training and the media to think, feel
and then act in the ways acceptable to the dogma of society that we do not
even know this to be so.
The impersonal learner and the personal learner may both either fail or
succeed when measured against criteria invented by institutionalised T-Cs. This
is also true for the learners' own evaluation of themselves. The impersonal
and the personal learner can both feel that they have not done too well, or
that they have done brilliantly. The difference is that whilst personal learners
are aware of the social assessment, they will ultimately judge themselves by
their own personally constructed standards. The poor impersonal learners
have nothing but the standards of their referent society within which to defme
themselves. But because these assessments are not based on their own tried
values they remain ultimately uneasy with them. Because they have not created
standards out of their own raw experience, they remain basically insecure in
their assessments of themselves.
Personal learning, reflecting in context upon one's own experience, integrates
the results of education, therapy and training into the developing life experience of the individual. The cumulative pool of experience available for reflection
is enriched when a person allows the curiosity which arises naturally out of
their wishes, needs, thoughts and feelings, to drive their actions. Experience is
enriched by exploration and experiment. It is also enriched by entering more
fully into the experience of others. Empathising as completely as possible with
another's reconstruction of personal events and exploring these with them in
detail and in depth does in some true, if limited, sense add to one's own personal
experience. Hence the value ofliterature.
The CSHL personal learning technology adds anew dimension to the practice of
T-C. It enables it to develop as the management of personal self-organised learning.
It converts one important dimension of the 'unteachable' art of teaching into a
series of flexible procedures and methods which most practitioners can learn to use.
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Central to the philosophy of personal learning constructed by the authors is
the fact that the same T-C event will be experienced differently by each person
involved in it.
Each lecture, discussion, test, laboratory experiment, lesson, book, project,
seminar, field trip, business game, list of examples, tutorial, or spelling quiz,
each hour at work or play is a unique experience for each person taking part
in it. The art of teaching (T -C) involves full acceptance of this fact. Assumptions antithetical to personal learning will often contain a component assumption that what is going on in each individual is best seen as a regrettable deviation from how it should ideally be. The uniqueness of the individual experience
is devalued into a merely incomplete, unauthentic, or unnecessarily elaborated
version of the one best and correct experience. Hence the feelings of inadequacy experienced by most learners. The art of teaching requires full acknowledgment that only the individual learners know what their learning experiences
have been and what they have meant to them. The inference made by the
practitioners of T-C from the behaviour of the learner is at best a pale distorted image of the learner's personal experience. At worst, and far too often,
it completely misrepresents it.
These misrepresentations, communicated back with authority, diminish
the learners' confidence in their ability to reflect upon their own experience,
often to the point where they cease to reflect constructively at all. They abdicate responsibility for control over their own processes. Their thoughts, perceptions and feelings are accepted as events which happen to them. The disabled
personal learner becomes self-defined within organised T-C as naughty, unable
to concentrate, stupid, bloodyminded, pathological, daydreaming, bored, distracted or as always interested in the irrelevant. In one socially acceptable
adjustment to this the successful impersonal learner emerges. Other socially
less acceptable adjustments are rebellion, creativity, delinquency and the cessation of belief in the systematic acquisition of understanding. The cost of
impersonal T-C is an increasing army of alienated and/or disabled personal
learners who will eventually achieve the disintegration of society.
The irony lies in the paradox that whilst there is a universe of misunderstanding between the personal and the impersonal learner, once this experiential chasm is bridged much existing practice falls into place. Once the primacy
of personal learning is acknowledged, much of the fabric of T-C can be rejustified.
The two ingredients of personal effectiveness, of becoming more fully functioning and thus appreciating the tough wholesome fun of being alive are:

E

(1) to be able to move from a reliance on impersonal meaning to the construction of personal meanings, i.e. to personal learning;
(2) to move from the external manipulation of being instructed to the disciplined freedom of self-organised learning.
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Most learners are almost totally unaware of how they attribute meaning to
people, things and events, to organised resources or the happenstance experiences of living, working and playing. Reading, listening, talking, writing, thinking
and feeling, judging, deciding and doing have become long-established habits
that are so fixed and unavailable to conscious review that the learner is the
unwitting prisoner of his or her own competencies and disabilities. Hence the
prevailing tendency to deal in the descriptive constancies of personality assessments and intelligence tests, with problems which inherently arise from unbalanced or inadequate personal learning competencies.
Self-organisation in learning arises out of the ability to converse with oneself and others about the processes of learning; and to observe, search, analyse,
formulate, reflect and review on the basis of such encounters. Conversation
is not just chit-chat nor is it an exchange of instruction, prescription or cajoling.
Unaided, most people are not able to generate effective learning conversations
with themselves. This book explains and demonstrates how the repertory grid
can be used as a major tool in effective learning conversations. It can be used
to move the disabled learner towards personal self-organised activities.
The self-organised learner can learn effectively from the dedicated topic
specialist. People fully aware of their own needs and purposes can use institutionalised evaluation as one referent, among many, of what may be valuable.
Self-organised learners can listen and participate as effectively as they can
reject and rebel. They can build on the past as well as they can innovate. Impersonal learners are the unwitting prisoners of the value system and pattern
of social meanings within which they exist. The personal learner is as free to
enter social systems as she or he is to leave them. This is the advantage of the
personal revolution.
This contrasting of personal with impersonal learning is 'content-free'. It is
equally applicable to learning in all its forms. It applies to operating a lathe and
to writing a novel, to running a business and to translating Octavio Paz; to
identifying dry soldered joints, to making bread, to playing the trombone,
to programming a computer. Hence the diversity of the audience who may
fmd this book useful.
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