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1
An Overview of the Professional 
Practice Domains of HRD



Organizational Learning, 
Performance, and Change



Jerry W. Gilley





The field of human resource development (HRD) and the goals of its practitioners have changed dramatically during the past twenty-five years. Today, dedicated, determined HRD practitioners spend their time, energy, and effort helping their organizations to create the right learning environment, design performance management systems, and implement change initiatives. It is no longer acceptable to simply provide training programs and hope that employees will mysteriously improve their knowledge and skills and that organizational effectiveness will magically blossom.. For most HRD practitioners, their primary aims are to alter an organization’s structure, mission, strategy, leadership, managerial practices, and work environment. As a result of these new responsibilities, the philosophy and practice of HRD continue to evolve.


Although the importance and credibility of HRD practitioners have improved tremendously over the years, some contend that the field of HRD is more divided today than ever before (Bierema, 2000; Swanson and Arnold, 1996). During the past decade, HRD practitioners have aligned themselves with one of the following philosophical orientations: (1) organizational learning, (2) organizational performance, and (3) organizational change (Giliey and Maycunich, 2000a). Each of these three philosophical orientations manifests itself as a professional practice domain in which HRD practitioners focus on learning, performance, or change activities. Thus, they embrace the philosophy and practice of their chosen domain. This affects practitioners’ decisionmaking, priority setting, actions taken, behaviors, and practices. Such alignments are similar to what occurs when immigrants adopt the language, customs, practices, and culture of a new country.


Unfortunately, each domain is attempting to assert its influence over the direction of the field, which is affecting the interaction, cooperation, and partnerships among HRD practitioners. This is evident in comments such as “performance consulting is one of the premier bait-and-switch offerings in the training world’s current product line” (Murphy, 1999, 104). Bierema (2000) believes that performance consulting masquerades the fact that there is no reliable technology for improving performance and leaves itself vulnerable to the age-old question “Why don’t we get no respect?” A similar viewpoint was shared by a leading HRD academic who referred to a performance consultant as “one of them,” as though being a productive, change-oriented HRD practitioner was a negative thing. On the other side of the ledger, learning-oriented practitioners are often referred to negatively as “trainers or adult educators” without regard for their contributions to changing the learning culture in organizations. Organizational change practitioners are commonly called “quant-Jocks” who are more interested in statistical probability and correlational relationships than in improving the human condition within organizations. Such sentiments negatively affect the image of practitioners and the field and prevent the acceptance of a unified approach to improving organizational effectiveness.


Divisions within the field are also reflected in the growing separation among professional associations and societies, such as:




	American Society for Training and Development, which primarily embraces organizational learning through training;


	International Society for Performance Improvement, which embraces organizational performance; and


	Society of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, which embraces both organizational performance and change.





Furthermore, academic groups have separated into ideological fiefdoms. For example, the Academy of Human Resources Development emphasizes organizational learning and performance for the purpose of enhancing organizational results, whereas the Commission of Adult Education Professors emphasizes adult learning for the purpose of improving the human condition and society as a whole. Each provides research journals that reinforce these perspectives, such as the HRD Quarterly and HRD International and Adult Education Quarterly, respectively. The International Society for Performance Improvement promotes performance improvement, performance management, human performance technology, and the role of performance engineers and consultants in their professional journal, Performance Improvement, and their research journal, Performance Improvement Quarterly. The American Society for Training and Development primarily advocates learning and development and sometimes promotes performance improvement through their professional journal, Training and Development, whereas Lakewood Publications provides a similar treatment in a professional magazine entitled Training.


Although it is perfectly appropriate to separate into practitioner groups in order to focus on a narrow specialization, it can be harmful when these practice domains become competitive and divisive. History is full of examples where such balkanization eventually fostered antagonistic and even hostile conditions. For example, religious and cultural conflict has resulted in genocide and destructive wars. Political conflict has led to dictatorships and repressive governments, which in turn brought about human misery and cultural destruction. These are extreme examples of divisive situations, yet they serve to remind us that rigidly defended viewpoints can lead to unintended consequences and negative outcomes.



The Aim of this Book


Of course, our situation is not nearly as serious as the ones just described, but it has become increasingly negative in recent years. At the center of the controversy are the HRD practitioners’ assumptions about their role, responsibility, and approach to practice. As mentioned earlier, one’s assumptions affect the choices, commitments, and actions taken. This is much like aligning oneself with a political party because it makes explicit one’s assumptions regarding government’s role, responsibility, and approach to society’s problems. As much as it may be unavoidable to subscribe to a specific branch of HRD, it is best to avoid being locked into a philosophical identity that prevents the adoption of positive improvements within HRD practice.


Unless these assumptions are revealed and analyzed, it will be difficult for HRD practitioners to truly understand why they engage in the activities they do. Therefore, one of the aims of this book is to provide a better understanding of the assumptions that practitioners maintain so that they can be appropriately altered or adjusted. This is especially important when adopting a radical change such as an organizational transformation. Quite simply, one’s assumptions affect the beliefs, policies, principles, and practices adopted, and so influence one’s actions and behavior. Once assumptions are identified and understood, they are easier to alter and will have a measurable effect on the future choices, commitments, and actions of the HRD practitioners.


To fully comprehend the influence of assumptions, we must examine the relationship of assumptions to behavior. According to Brookfield (1992, 13), one way to think about assumptions is to consider them as “taken for granted” beliefs one has about reality. Another way is to view assumptions as the rules of thumb that guide one’s actions. A third approach sees assumptions as a common set of beliefs and conventional wisdom one relies on when making decisions or electing to behave in a certain manner.


Schwinn (1996) believes that assumptions are an explicit set of conditions, principles, ethics, and expectations taken to be true about the basis for choosing actions and studying the consequences that follow. In other words, he concludes that assumptions are the anchors to which most decisions are linked. Therefore, it is critically important to identify practitioners’ assumptions about HRD in order to understand their approach to practice.


According to Mink et al. (1993), the majority of change that occurs within individuals and organizations involves routines, activities, problems, issues, and specific circumstances; this is sometimes referred to as first-order change. The same is true for HRD practitioners. Most changes are directed at minor improvements and adjustments that occur naturally as practitioners gain experience and expertise. Therefore, the preponderance of first-order changes necessarily requires serious assumption testing on the part of practitioners.


Another type of change involves a fundamental shift in HRD practitioners. It questions their basic assumptions regarding HRD and addresses new and unknown elements of their philosophy and practice. This is sometimes referred to as transformational change or second-order change (Mink et al., 1993) and requires practitioners to conduct extensive assumption testing activities. Furthermore, second-order change requires the integration of new practices, processes, procedures, and values. These will transform practitioners’ responsiveness, focus, service quality, and results.


Second-order change is necessary if HRD practitioners are to alter their practice activities. To facilitate this outcome, practitioners will need to examine the rich history of each of the professional practice domains of HRD. They will also need to incorporate the elements of each of the domains into their practice. Such a transition requires them to examine the type of interventions and initiatives they provide, as well as how they provide value-added service within the organization. It compels practitioners to adopt a different HRD philosophy whereby their efforts are dedicated to employees’ continuous improvement based on their strengths (Buckingham and Coffman, 1999), the transformation of organizational systems (Burke, 1992), and improvement of professional practices (Rummler and Brache, 1998). Moreover, second-order change requires HRD practitioners to develop additional expertise and accept new responsibilities (Gilley et al., 2001). Finally, practitioners will also need to examine their competencies and determine whether they are sufficient to integrate and incorporate all of the elements of these three professional practice domains of HRD. Once this is determined, practitioners must create a development plan they can use to build on their strengths while managing their weaknesses (Clifton and Nelson, 1992).


A second aim. of the book is to examine the similarities and differences between each of the practice domains. To accomplish this objective, we must examine the philosophical foundations of each domain and the implications that each has on HRD practice (Chapters 2–8). From our discussion it will become apparent that each domain has very positive attributes that can powerfully influence organizational effectiveness. Equally important, one must understand that no single domain of HRD possesses greater stature or effectiveness. In other words, each orientation provides a piece of the HRD puzzle but in no way represents the whole truth on how to improve organizational effectiveness.


We will not attempt to convince the reader of the superiority of any one domain but are instead dedicated to compare and contrast them. We will emphasize the similarities among domains while pointing out their differences. From our perspectives, it is more important to celebrate the similarities than promote our differences. In this way, we are determined to avoid the divisiveness that is so common among many of today’s HRD academics and practitioners.


A final aim of the book is to examine the strengths and weaknesses of each domain. We will also identify the opportunities for each orientation to improve organizational effectiveness, as well as identify the threats that serve as barriers and prevent the proper implementation of each orientation (Chapter 9). In considering these issues, we will demonstrate the limitations of a single domain in enhancing organizational effectiveness. At the same time we will reveal the power of combining the approaches of each domain into one comprehensive approach in order to address any issue facing an organization and to provide HRD practitioners with multiple approaches to improving organizational effectiveness. Moreover, by combining these three practice domains, practitioners will be able to see the overlaps and linkages among learning, performance improvement, and change, which will provide a fresh perspective when addressing organizational issues, problems, and breakdowns. Finally, we hope a three-in-one approach provides HRD practitioners with an understanding of the similarities of the domains, thus generating a more unified effort in improving organizational effectiveness.



An Introduction to the Three Professional Practice Domains of HRD


We would like to provide a short introduction to each of the practitioner practice domains of HRD. We have dedicated at least two chapters to each orientation, in which we examine the philosophical underpinnings of each domain and the effects these elements have on how they are practiced. Organizational learning is discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, Organizational performance is examined in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, and organizational change will be examined in Chapters 7 and 8.



Organizational Learning



HRD practitioners who embrace organizational learning believe that individual learning and development are the primary purpose of HRD. As Bierema (2000, 292) writes, “HRD is about development not profit, and HRD practitioners need to carefully consider how their work impacts the human growth, not just the corporate wallet. It has also been argued that focusing on individual development has long term benefits for the individual, organization, and society.” She points out that “there are long term costs associated with failure to provide the resources and infrastructure to support whole person learning such as turnover, mistakes and employees leaving to work for the competition. There are also social costs of such neglect that will impact lives, communities, and the environment.” These comments nicely frame the philosophical beliefs of an organizational learning practitioner.


From an organizational learning perspective, practitioners are motivated to create learning cultures that foster continuous employee learning (Senge, 1990; Redding, 1994). This is based on a conviction that learning is key to organizational effectiveness. Moreover, they embrace the principles and practices of the learning organization (Senge, 1990), action learning (Marquardt, 1999), critical reflection (Argyris and Schon, 1980, 1996), and transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991), and their application within organizations. The philosophy of organizational learning is based on five orientations: liberalism, progressivism, behaviorism, humanism, and radical adult education (Zinn, 1983).


When confronted with performance problems within an organization, organizational learning-oriented HRD practitioners will typically rely on a learning solution as a way of addressing the issue. They perceive that learning is a prerequisite to performance improvement and change. Therefore, they believe that learning is essential when dealing with most organizational problems and embrace the formal design, development, and implementation of learning interventions as their primary purpose within an organization (Knowles, 1970). Such practitioners place great value on group learning as a way of bringing about organizational change (Marquardt, 1999; Watkins and Marsick, 1993). Formal learning transfer activities are used to enhance individual learning and application on the job (Broad and Newstrom, 1992). Organizational learning practitioners embrace the integration of action learning (Marquardt, 1999), transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991), and self-directed learning activities (Knowles, 1975) in daily practice. Finally, these practitioners believe that the design and facilitation of successful training programs will enhance their credibility within an organization (Heron, 1989).



Organizational Performance



Organizational performance-oriented HRD practitioners believe that performance improvement and management are the essential components of HRD (Swanson, 1995; Rummler and Brache, 1995). They maintain, that practitioners need to analyze performance problems, isolate the cause of performance breakdowns, and recommend or design interventions to address them (Gilbert, 1978; Mager, 1975; Harless, 1970). Furthermore, they believe that training is not the intervention of choice in most performance improvement situations (Silber, 1992). Rather, they believe that management action is the most appropriate approach to improving organizational performance (Stolovitch and Keeps, 1999). Additionally, they utilize system theory, behavioral psychology, and knowledge management when examining performance shortfall (Brethower, 1999).


Performance-oriented practitioners believe that their primary responsibility is to utilize the human performance system as a way of improving organizational effectiveness (Fuller and Farrington, 1999; Rosenberg, 1996). They contend that compensation and reward systems, organizational structure and culture, job design, and the motivational environment should be designed to reinforce performance change and improvement (Rummler and Brache, 1995; Gilbert, 1978). Performance-oriented practitioners believe that they are responsible for discovering efficiencies within an organization through analysis activities (Rossett, 1999b; Swanson, 1994). These practitioners advocate the principles and practices of human performance technology (Jacobs, 1987), performance consulting (Robinson and Robinson, 1996), and performance engineering (Dean, 1999b), and even advocate creating separate performance improvement departments dedicated to performance analysis, consulting, and evaluation (Robb, 1998). They believe that their credibility is affirmed when the overall performance of the organization improves (Dean, 1999b).



Organizational Change



Organizational change-oriented practitioners believe that alterations in the organization’s culture, structure, work climate, mission, and strategy are the more important activities performed by HRD practitioners (Gilley and Maycunich, 1998; Kissler, 1991; Burke, 1992). They adopt a systemic and strategic approach to improving organizational effectiveness, embrace the principles and practice of organizational development as their primary orientation, and play the role of change agent within the organization (French and Bell, 1995). They contend that organizational change is the aim of their efforts and that organizational learning and performance often improve as a result of such intervention (Nadler, 1998). Change-oriented practitioners contend that organizational development is a full-time activity and requires an independent group of practitioners to implement it by focusing on permanently altering the organization’s culture (Burke, 1992). Operationally, they work closely with senior executives, division and department managers, and line managers. These practitioners believe that they demonstrate their credibility and effectiveness by bringing about change within the organization and managing its implementation (Ulrich, 1998).


One of their primary responsibilities is to help organizations and its members absorb change without depleting the organization’s or the individual’s energy. Patterson (1997) refers to this quality as resilience. Such HRD practitioners are challenged to strengthen employees’ adaptability to change, both personally and professionally. When this end is achieved, such employees are referred to as “resilient employees” who are “positive, focused, flexible, organized, and proactive,” according to Conner (1992, 238).


Conner (1992) and Patterson (1997) suggest that resilient employees demonstrate a special adaptability when responding to uncertainty. They believe that resilient employees have a high tolerance for ambiguity and need only a short time to recover from adversity or disappointment. Conner (1992, 240) states that resilient employees engage change rather than defend against it (i.e., they are proactive). Such employees realize when change is inevitable, necessary, or advantageous and use resources to creatively reframe a changing situation, improvise new approaches, or maneuver to gain an advantage. Resilient employees take risks despite potentially negative consequences; draw important lessons from change-related experiences that are then applied to similar situations; respond to disruption by investing energy in problem solving and teamwork activity; and influence others to resolve conflicts (Conner, 1992, 240).


Burke (1992, 177–178) believes that the effectiveness of a change-oriented practitioner, sometimes referred to as an organizational development change agent, depends on his or her ability to tolerate ambiguity. Gilley and Maycunich (2000a) argue that these practitioners improve their organizational impact and influence by demonstrating business understanding, political awareness, and organizational consciousness. Such practitioners are in a unique position to serve as employee champions because they help employees identify legitimate work demands and thus help workers set priorities (Ulrich, 1997). These practitioners must have knowledge of HRD practices, partnering and negotiating skills, organizational understanding, client relationship building, and organizational development skills. They must accept a variety of responsibilities, each designed to maximize the effectiveness of change initiatives and achieve change goals (i.e., improve communications, enhance client relationships, improve organizational performance capacity, enhance the organization’s culture, and improve work environments).


Organizational Change and Culture. Much has been learned in the last few years about culture change and the central role of HRD practitioners in its accomplishment. According to Ulrich (1997, 169—170), five steps embody the essence of the change-oriented practitioners’ role in successful culture change: (1) define and clarify the concept of culture change; (2) articulate why culture change is central to business success; (3) define a process for assessing the current culture, the desired future culture, and the gap between the two; (4) identify alternative approaches to creating cultural change; and (5) build an action plan that integrates multiple approaches to cultural change. These will be discussed in Chapter 8.



Organizational Effectiveness: The Ultimate Objective of HRD


Whether change occurs in a large organization or system, a small division or department within an organization, or an individual employee, the primary purpose of change is to improve the organization and make it more effective (Burke, 1992). This is the primary objective of HRD regardless of one’s professional practice orientation. We believe that by adopting a three-in-one approach, such that organizational learning, performance, and change are blended into a comprehensive but integrated approach, HRD practitioners will be more effective in facilitating and promoting organizational effectiveness.


Unfortunately, improving organizational effectiveness is not easy. In fact, the evaluation and measurement of organizational effectiveness are one of the biggest obstacles facing an HRD practitioner. The oldest and most widely used way of measuring organizational effectiveness is to determine whether the organization has achieved its strategic and operational goals (Fallen and Brinkerhoff, 1996). Measuring effectiveness in terms of the extent to which the organization accomplishes its goals is but one way of examining this concept. Effectiveness can also be measured in terms of an organization’s ability to acquire needed resources to accomplish desired results, such as computers needed to improve quality and efficiency or additional human resources to complete deliverables on time (Gibson, Ivancevich, and Donnelly, 1997). Furthermore, effectiveness can be defined in terms of how smoothly departments operate (i.e., absence of conflict, turnover, and absenteeism), or the extent to which organizations are able to satisfy their stakeholders’ needs and expectations (i.e., employees, other managers, organizational leaders, and internal and external customers). In this latter approach, organizational effectiveness is measured in terms of stakeholder satisfaction with the use of deliverables as well as their perception of the correctness of their decision to have an ongoing relationship with their operational unit (Fallon and Brinkerhoff, 1996).


Though it may be difficult to agree on one way of measuring organizational effectiveness, such effectiveness is certainly an important part of organizational life. Consequently, HRD practitioners need to adopt an acceptable or appropriate way of determining organizational effectiveness in order to have a unified goal that all organizational members strive to achieve.



Conclusions


Each of these three professional practice domains is complex, in both substance and implementation. Additionally, the assumptions and beliefs of practitioners differ greatly depending on their orientation. As a result, many disagreements exist regarding how to enhance organizational effectiveness, which have negative impacts on the field of HRD and its practitioners. This prevents the adoption of a unified approach toward organizational improvement.


Although each domain has its strengths, each also has its limitations in enhancing organizational effectiveness. Therefore, identifying the philosophical underpinnings to HRD practice can provide practitioners with insight when addressing performance problems and organizational breakdowns. Once these are identified, HRD practitioners can blend the three practice domains in order to demonstrate overlaps and linkages among organizational learning, performance, and change. Such a synthesis will provide practitioners with a more focused strategy in their efforts to enhance organizational effectiveness.












2
Philosophy of 
Organizational Learning



Laura L Bierema





The goal of this chapter is to outline the general philosophies underlying adult and organizational learning and illustrate how they manifest in human resource development applications. Specifically, this chapter examines the philosophical assumptions and values underpinning adult learning, illustrates how the philosophies are applied, examines the philosophy from both the learner and teacher perspectives, and highlights the contributions of each philosophy.


Houle defines adult education as




The process by which men and women (alone, in groups, or in institutional settings) seek to improve themselves or their society by increasing their skill, knowledge, or sensitiveness; or it is any process by which individuals, groups, or institutions try to help men and women improve in these ways. The fundamental system of practice of the field, if it has one, must be discerned by probing beneath many different surface realities to identify a basic unity of process. (Houle, 1995, 47–48)





Learning is a complex phenomenon that has been studied for centuries. Merriam and Caffarella emphasize, “Learning defies easy definition and simple theorizing” (1999, 248), and illustrate how Plato and Aristotle influenced early investigation of learning through Plato’s “rationalism,” evident in Gestalt and cognitive psychology, and Aristotle’s “empiricism,” evident in early behavioral psychology. The scientific investigation of learning began during the nineteenth century with exploration of the mind, of knowing, and of behavior.


The study of educational philosophy has been rigorous for only the last two centuries, largely inspired in the last century by the writings of John Dewey (Elias and Merriam, 1995). Philosophy is concerned with the general principles of any phenomenon, object, process, or subject matter (Elias and Merriam, 1995). Principles are the fundamentals or basic structures used to understand phenomena. General principles of education might include aims and objectives, curriculum, subject matter, methods, analysis of the teaching and learning process, and the relationship between education and society. Merriam and Brockett (1997, 28) explain that the goal of philosophy is to make sense of the world, and it literally means “love of wisdom, or knowledge.” They state that “A philosophy of education is a conceptual framework embodying certain values and principles that renders the education process meaningful.”


Elias and Merriam (1995) explain that philosophy has traditional subdisciplines of logic, epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics. Logic focuses on the rules for correct reasoning and thinking and on various forms of argumentation. Epistemology explores rules for determining whether or not information is truth, opinion, or falsehood. Metaphysics searches out the most general principles of reality. Ethics investigates rules of moral reasoning and conduct (1995, 3). Philosophy helps practitioners and researchers to identify issues and make good decisions. Philosophy demands reflective practice, inquiry into thought and action, and a holistic, systems perspective. Elias and Merriam observe that all philosophies incorporate political and social dimensions. They also note that few adult educators pay attention to educational philosophy and its implications:




The educator is generally more interested in skills than in principles, in means than in ends, in details than in the whole picture. The philosophy of adult education does not equip a person with knowledge about what to teach, how to teach, or how to organize a program. It is more concerned with the why of education and with the logical analysis of the various elements of the educational process. (Elias and Merriam, 1995, 8; emphasis in original)





Elias and Merriam (1995) argue that understanding educational philosophy distinguishes professional educators from paraprofessionals and beginning teachers. True professionals not only know what to do, but why they do it. They seamlessly merge theory and practice and embody truly reflective practice.


Multiple perspectives have influenced the emerging human resource development (HRD) field, and learning is no exception. Although there is not agreement about the role of adult education and learning in HRD, learning is considered of great importance by HRD scholars. Ruona (1999, 2000) interviewed ten HRD scholars about their philosophy and perspectives on the field and found similarity among their views about learning. All scholars felt that learning was at the heart of HRD, a process that occurs at multiple levels and is a valued aim of the profession. The scholars in Ruona’s study also classified HRD as a helping profession seeking betterment in the various organizational contexts in which HRD is practiced. She found a bias toward individual development, and learning and development. Notably, she reported a waning in the learning-performance debate that has characterized the field to date. She also found several areas of disagreement around whom HRD serves. Ruona concludes that serious dialogue about the philosophical frames of the HRD field is in order as the field continues to emerge.





Philosophical Frame of Adult Education


Elias (1982) recognizes that one of the most difficult problems addressed by philosophers is the relationship between philosophy and action, or between theory and practice. He traces the history of theory and practice and the often tenuous relationship between the two. He offers a description of four elements present in the theory—practice relationship; explanation, criticism, direction, and imagination. Explanation happens through a theory or philosophy explaining a practice. Educational theories aim to explain the ends and objectives of practice, and also inform activities that are appropriate to educational goals. Practice, on the other hand, helps to improve the understanding of theories and provides concrete examples for explaining them. Theories also criticize practice. They test practice based on established criteria and question the goals and rationale of various educational programs. Educational assumptions are questioned. Through practice, theory can also be criticized. Often theory is insufficient for explaining reality or for offering adequate answers. Theories also serve the vital role of directing action, and may function to establish practice guidelines. Practice is also directive in that it raises questions and issues for both theorists and researchers to pursue. Practice may reveal inconsistencies that need to be answered through research and theory development. Imagination, the fourth element of the theory-practice relationship, is a more creative, intuitive way of considering this dichotomy. Theory is often created through imagining an explanation for phenomena. This can lead to idealistic theories that do not work well, in practice, but it can also lead to theoretical breakthroughs and radical reorganizing of reality. Just as theory imagines practice, so too does practice imagine theory, often to the chagrin of theorists. This may occur through the generation of new ideas as educators seek practical solutions.


A key process in bridging the theory-to-practice gap is to understand the why in our practice. Philosophy offers an opportunity to reflect on the why. Why should we care about philosophy? Merriam and Brockett (1997) offer several reasons. First, developing awareness of underlying values and assumptions provides guidelines for making decisions and creating policy. It is important to recognize the connection between assumptions and values and their impact on curriculum and instruction. Understanding individual philosophy also helps one to communicate it more effectively in interpersonal relationships. Articulating a philosophical standing allows educators to contribute to the field through raising questions about ethics and practices. It separates professionals from paraprofessionals. Finally, a philosophical stance functions to bridge theory and practice.


Philosophical frameworks of adult education have been proposed by Apps (1973), Beder (1989), and Elias and Merriam (1995). This chapter will rely on the Elias and Merriam framework to provide an overview of the various philosophical perspectives. Educators interested in assessing their individual philosophy should refer to Zinn’s (1983, 1991) PAEI, Philosophy of Adult Education Inventory. Five philosophies of adult education will be shared and introduced in the chronological order of their emergence. These philosophies include liberalism, progressivism, behaviorism, humanism, and radical adult education. The philosophies are summarized in Figure 2.1.





Liberal Adult Education



Liberal education is rooted in classical Greek philosophy (i.e., Socrates, Plato, Aristotle). It is the oldest and most enduring educational philosophy in the Western world, and is also known as classical humanism, perennialism, rational humanism, and general education (Elias and Merriam, 1995). Liberal education values a highly cultivated intellect and views learning as a leisure activity. Merriam (1995) describes it as aiming to produce a complete human being and contrasts it with vocational or technical education, which aims at earning a living or making money. Livingstone (1995, 3) argues that the aim of liberal education is “the making of men; and clearly it is different from a technical education which simply enables us to earn our bread, but does not make us complete human beings.” In Aristotle’s words, “in education it makes all the difference why a man does or learns anything; if he studies it for the sake of his own development or with a view to excellence, it is liberal” (Livingstone, 1995, 4).







FIGURE 2.1     Five Philosophical Frameworks of Adult Education









	

	Liberal (arts) Adult Eduacation

	Progressive Adult Education

	Behaviorist Adult Education

	Humanistic Adult Education

	Radical Adult Education






	Purpose(s)

	To develop intellectual powers or me nunu To make a person literate in the broadest sense—intellectually, morally, spiritually, aesthetically

	To promote societal well being: enhance individual effectiveness in society; to give learners practical knowledge and problem-solving skills

	To promote skill development and behavioral change and ensure compliance with standards and societal expectations.

	To enhance personal growth and development; to facilitate self-actualization

	To bring about fundamental social, political unci economic changes in society through education






	Learner(s)

	“Renaissance person” cultured always learning, seeking knowledge* and developing conceptual and theoretical understanding

	Learner needs, interests, and experiences are key elements in learning People have unlimited potential to be developed through education

	Learner takes an active role in learning. Learners practice new behavior and feedback Learners significantly influenced by environment

	Learner is highly motivated and self-directed Learner assumes responsibility for learning

	Equality with teacher in learning process Personal autonomy Create history and culture through collective reflection and action






	Teacher

	The “expert” transmitter of knowledge
Authoritative Clearly directs learning process

	Organizer Guides learning through experiences that are educative
Stimulates, instigates and evaluates learning process

	Manager
Controller
Predicts and directs learning outcomes

	Facilitator
Helper
Partner
Promotes learning but does not direct it

	Coordinator Suggests but does not determine learning direction
Equality between teacher and learner






	Concepts/keywords

	Liberal arts Learning for the sake of learning
Rational, intellectual education
General, comprehensive education
Traditional knowledge Classical humanism

	Problem-solving Experience-based education
Democratic ideals
Lifelong learning Pragmatic knowledge
Needs assessment Social responsibility

	Competency-based Mastery Learning
Standards-based Behavioral objectives
Trial and error
Stimulus—Response
Feedback
Reinforcement

	Experiential learning
Freedom Individuality
Self-directedness Interactive
Openness
Authenticity
Self-actualization
Empowerment Feelings

	Consciousness-raising
Praxis
Noncompulsory learning
Autonomy
Social action
Empowerment “Deschooling:
Social transformation






	Methods

	Lecture
Dialectic
Study groups Contemplation
Critical reading Discussion

	Problem-solving
Scientific method
Activity curriculum
Integrated curriculum
Experimental method
Project method
Cooperative learning

	Programmed instruction
Learning contracts
Criterion-referenced testing
Computer-aided instruction
Skill training

	Experiential learning; group tasks; group discussion; team teaching; self-directed learning; individualized learning; discovery method

	Dialogue Problem-posing
Critical reflection
Maximum interaction
Discussion groups
Exposure to media and people in real life situations






	People

	Socrates
Aristotle
Plato
Alder
Rousseau
Piaget
Houle

	Spencer
Dewey
Bergevin
Brameld
Sheats
Lindeman
Benne
Blakely

	Watson
Skinner
Thorndike
Tyler

	Rogers
Maslow
Knowles
Tough
McKenzie

	Holt
Kozol
Freire
Illich
Shor
Ohlinger
Perelman






	Educational Practices

	Great Books Society
Paideia Proposal
Center for the Study of Liberal Education
Elderhostel Chautauqua

	ABE
ESL
Citizenship education
Community schools
Cooperative extension
University without walls

	APL
Vocational training
Teacher certification
Military
Religions indoctrination

	Encounter groups
Group dynamics
Self-directed learning projects
Human relations training
Esalen Institute

	Freedom Schools
Freire’s literacy training
Free schools
Social action theater






	HRD Applications

	Education Assistance
HBR Classics

	Experiential learning
Situated Cognition
Vocational education
Employee involvement
Quality Circles

	Management by Objectives
Human Performance
Technology
WBT
ISD
Vocational Training

	Learning organizations
Dialogue
Action Learning
Career Development

	Diversity Initiatives
Networks (women’s, gay/lesbian)
Action Learning Technologies
Multicultural Program
Antiracist Initiatives









SOURCE: Adapted from Lorraine M, Zinn, The Philosophy of Adult Education Inventory (PAEI)© (1999).





Merriam. and Brockett (1997) characterize liberal education as valuing the acquisition of knowledge, developing a rational perspective, and enhancing the ability to analyze critically. Liberal education is concerned with “What is the good life and how are we to attain it?” (Elias and Merriam, 1995, 25). Classical influences are visible in liberal education philosophy through Socratic methods of questioning assumptions and knowing the truth, Plato’s quest to promote learning as an individual’s radical encounter with a truth outside himself, and Aristotle’s view of education as a formation of habits and development of practical and theoretical wisdom.


Elias and Merriam (1995) conclude that the educated person in the liberal perspective possesses the four components of a liberal education, a rational or intellectual education that involves wisdom, moral values, a spiritual or religious dimension, and an aesthetic sense. They suggest that a liberal education is rational and intellectual. Its goal is to convert information into knowledge, and knowledge into wisdom. Information is a collection of facts, but having information does not make one educated. Knowledge is a synthesis of facts or a grasp of information that one is able to communicate to others. Wisdom is a truly educated state and comes in two forms: practical and theoretical. Practical wisdom is the ability to apply information and knowledge to daily life. Theoretical wisdom is the ability to consider the deepest principles of a subject matter and reorganize their connection and relationship to other areas. There is tension between practical and theoretical wisdom, evident in the present-day gulf between theory and practice in many fields.


Liberal education has been criticized as being elitist. Traditionally, liberal education was pursued by the upper class as a means of becoming cultured. Lower classes were not viewed as needing liberal education to carry out their service roles to the higher class. Learning for work is not a concern of liberalists. Rather, they are concerned with learning for life. This is why liberalists tend to react with a high degree of negativity toward vocational education.


Liberal Applications. Liberal education is content driven and views philosophy, religion, and humanities as superior to the sciences. Technical and scientific values are criticized in this tradition. The scope of liberal education is broad, valuing the conceptual and theoretical understanding of information. It goes beyond memorization and transmission. Dialogue is a valued tool through which concepts and meanings are clarified. Intuition and contemplation are also valued. Elias and Merriam (1995, 33) summarize Fredenberg’s functions of liberal education for adults:




	Teach persons the value of freedom and help them become competent to use it.


	Help learners to respond appropriately to the difference between the objective and the subjective; between the events in which they participated in and their feelings about them.


	Increasing the range of human experience to which one could respond.





Contemporary examples of liberal education would be a traditional liberal arts college program, the Elderhostel model of learning, the great books program, some organizational educational assistance programs, and organizational philosophy drawing on classical theory (see, for instance, Harvard Business Review’s classic article series). Hirsch’s 1988 book Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know offers an attempt to illustrate the content that a liberal education should have. Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind (1987) discusses the failures of American universities to uphold traditional liberal education and speculates that this would result in an erosion of justice, human rights, and other civil liberties.


Zinn (1983) describes the learner in liberal education as a “Renaissance Person” who is cultured, continually learning, and seeking conceptual and theoretical understandings of knowledge. The learner in. this tradition is passive, relying on the expertise of the educator to transmit his or her knowledge to the learner. The learner would pursue an understanding of the classics and not necessarily seek learning that would be useful for work or practical matters.


Liberal education is highly teacher-centered, viewing the teacher as a subject matter expert who must impart her knowledge and wisdom to students. Experiential learning or learning through discovery is not favored in this tradition. Lecture is the preferred instructional method, and teachers are expected to be scholars. Teachers would have little concern with creating learning-centered teaching or environments. Rather, they would focus on themselves and the content.


Contributions of Liberal Philosophy. Merriam and Brockett (1997) suggest that adult liberal education has been overshadowed by other philosophical traditions that are more congruous with contemporary concerns. Today’s liberal educators regard behaviorists as suspect in their attempts at behavior change through behavior modification and learning reinforcement. Liberal influences in adult education are being undermined by the movement toward career and vocational education, and a strong behaviorist orientation of contemporary education theory and practice. Although vocational education is disregarded by liberalists, the liberal philosophy has progressed to bring knowledge of liberal learning to working women and men and eventually developed into university and college extension programs.





Progressive Education



Rooted in progressive movements in politics, social change, and education, progressive education is concerned with the relationships between education and society, experiential learning, vocational education, and democratic education. Progressivism’s impact on adult education philosophy and practice has been more influential than any other school of thought. Adult education’s growth paralleled a movement toward progressive education in the United States. Adult education theorists who espouse progressive principles include Knowles, Rogers, Houle, Tyler, Lindeman, Bergevin, and Freire. Progressive adult education takes many forms, including adult vocational education, extension education, citizenship education, family education, and education for social movements. Basic principles of adult education were derived from progressivism, such as learner needs and interests, the centrality of experience to learning, pragmatic and utilitarian goals, and a commitment to social responsibility in education.


Progressive education’s origins can be traced to rationalist, empirical, and scientific thought that emerged in Europe and became prevalent in the United States. Industrialization brought an increasing faith in education for solving social, political, and economic problems (Elias and Merriam, 1995; Perkinson, 1977). Progressive education is responsible for the addition of vocational education to the traditional liberal arts curriculum. Elias and Merriam (1995, 47) note, “the highest ideal of the progressive movement was education for democracy, defined by Dewey as people engaged in joining activity to solve their common problems.” John Dewey is regarded as the father of progressive thought in education and his writings, particularly Democracy and Education (1916), are seminal works. Democratic values characterize the philosophy of progressivism. In a departure from the liberal education viewpoint, Dewey argued ‘*an occupation is a continuous activity having a purpose. Education through occupations consequently combines within itself more of the factors conducive to learning than any other method” (1916, 308). Lindeman (1961) describes assumptions of his progressive view of adult education as (1) inclusive of all aspects of life; (2) putting meaning into the whole of life; (3) approached through real-life situations, not subjects; and (4) using the learner’s experience as learning resources (Merriam., 1995).


Progressive education does not view the individual in isolation. Rather, it is concerned with creating educated individuals who help improve society. Bergevin (1995, 38) describes it this way: “An individual cannot really become a person outside the social order.”


Progressive Applications. The impact of progressive philosophy is visible in most adult learning programs. Merriam and Brockett (1997, 35) outline three dimensions of pragmatism that appealed to educators:




	The acceptance of empirical rationality for understanding and solving social problems.


	The reliance on experience rather than authority for one’s source of knowledge.


	The allowance of social action and social reform as a legitimate concern of politicians, educators, and philosophers.





The basic operational principles of adult progressive education include:




	A Broadened View of Education. Education is not viewed solely as formal schooling, but includes all informal and incidental learning in society that involves teaching values, attitudes, knowledge, and skills. Education in this sense is viewed as lifelong and incorporating a practical, pragmatic, and utilitarian curriculum that values experience and the interaction of the individual with the environment as core teaching methods.


	A New Focal Point in Education. Progressive education shifted its focus away from the teacher to the learner. This new view of the learner as central corresponded with a shift in the view of the human person. Progressives view humans as neither good nor bad, but rather born with unlimited potential to develop and grow. Growth is a lifelong process.


	A New Educational Methodology. Elias and Merriam observe, “How we teach is intimately related to why we teach and what we teach. Progressives saw value in learning the methods that have been used by others, but they laid more stress on the individual teacher developing his or her own method of teaching suitable for the group being taught” (Elias and Merriam, 1995, 59). Progressive educators applied scientific methods to discovering knowledge through problemsolving, project, or activity methods.


	A Change Relationship Between Teachers and Learners, Progressives believe that learners engage in learning for themselves and the role of teachers is essentially to facilitate this process. Progressive educators are responsible for organizing, stimulating, instigating, and evaluating the complex education process. Knowles’s contribution in popularizing the concept of andragogy falls under progressive education.


	Education as an Instrument of Social Change. Elias and Merriam argue, “Progressives believed that the function of education was not merely to prepare learners for fitting into the existing society, but also to provide a means for changing society. . . . education was to foster creativity and stability as well, as individuality and social consciousness” (Elias and Merriam, 1995, 66). This social action component inspired Myles Morton’s Highlander Folk School in Tennessee. Elias and Merriam describe the progressive ideal in social action; “Education for social change, but always respecting the freedom of individuals to be true to their own convictions and commitments’ (Elias and Merriam, 1995, 59–68).





Learners in this progressive philosophical framework are active participants and their needs, interests, and experiences drive the learning process. Learners are viewed as having unlimited potential to be developed through education.


Progressive educators organize and guide learning through experiences that are educative, stimulating, and investigative. Educators both instigate and evaluate the learning process. Educators in the progressive framework cater to the needs of the learner, perhaps even at the expense of themselves. The progressive adult educator is a facilitator of a learning process that is practical and invigorating and that helps learners develop problemsolving and practical skills. They also actively seek learner feedback and input to the learning process.


Contributions of Progressive Philosophy. Progressive education is responsible for education reform and it has significantly shaped adult education methods. The shortfall of progressivism has been to place too much faith in education to accomplish social change and being too optimistic in the impact and outcomes. Elias and Merriam (1995) believe that few adult educators have adopted the social drive of progressivism. and that few education philosophers would align solely with this movement. Progressivism’s impact has been through its learner-centeredness approach and methods. Socially conscious, activist adult education was embraced by radical educators such as Paulo Freire.


Elias and Merriam. (1995) suggest that humanistic, radical, and behavior is-tic adult education are to some extent dependent on progressive education for their fundamental beliefs. Humanism adopted learner-centeredness, radicalism embraced social change, and behavioralism emphasized experimental and scientific dimensions of education. Examples of progressive education include Americanization, community education, employee involvement, and quality circles.





Behaviorist Philosophy



Behaviorist educational philosophy is grounded in behavioral psychology influenced by Thorndike, Pavlov, Watson, and Skinner. Behaviorism is concerned with control, behavior modification, and learning through reinforcement. Modern-day organizational practices such as total quality management, on-the-job training, management by objectives, and human performance technology have roots in behaviorism.


John B. Watson is regarded as the father of behaviorism. Behaviorism addresses overt, observable behaviors of organisms, and behaviorist researchers study both animal and human behavior in laboratory settings by applying the scientific method. Feelings, intelligence, and emotions are not regarded as observable or measurable and are not investigated in behaviorism. Behavior-ists believe that all human behavior is caused by prior conditioning that is influenced by the environment. Humans are viewed as having little or no control over environmental factors that influence behavior. Thus, creating an optimal environment for learning is a major focus of behaviorists.


Elias and Merriam. (1995) trace antecedents of behaviorism to three philosophical traditions. The first is materialism, the theory that reality is explainable by laws of matter and motion; materialism rejects spiritual and intellectual explanations of observed reality. Scientific realism and empiricism is the second tradition and was introduced into Western thought by Francis Bacon. This inductive method examines information through the senses only. The third tradition is positivism, traceable to Auguste Comte and his belief that knowledge is not derived through theology or traditional philosophy, but through scientific observation and measurements of facts. Thorndike made significant contributions to behavioristic educational philosophy through his description of learning as a process of association. He is credited with the stimulus-response theory based on the notion that organisms, when presented with a stimulus, form a connection or response with it. Skinner established contemporary behaviorist philosophy and believed that “To develop a better world, the environmental forces that control behavior need to be identified” (Merriam, 1995, 57). Skinner did not believe that changing human nature itself offered leverage in facilitating behavioral change. Elias and Merriam describe his view of psychology’s purposes as “to understand, predict and control human behavior” (1995, 85). Thus the job of the behaviorist educator is to define the desired behavior and produce people who behave in those ways.


Behaviorist Applications. Behaviorism in education manifests in several ways. Behaviorists are interested in inculcating values that mirror those of society. There is a deemphasis on individualism and competition and an emphasis on cooperation and interdependence. Behaviorists attend to the environment and strive to control behavior through positive reinforcement (versus negative). Education has been significantly influenced by the use of behavioral learning objectives. Learning in behaviorism is defined as a change in behavior. Objectives in this sense tend to specify the conditions or stimuli under which students are expected to perform, identify the desired behavior, and establish the criteria for judging the resulting behavior. Behaviorism has had its chief influence in adult education in the areas of program, planning and curriculum design (Elias and Merriam, 1995). Tyler’s (1949) program development model has been highly influential in the development of other program development models derived by Houle (1972) and Knowles (1970). Learning definitions generally incorporate concepts of behavioral change and experience. The underlying assumptions of behaviorism are (Merriam and Caffarella, 1999):




	Observable behavior rather than internal thought processes is the focus of study.


	The environment shapes behavior (what one learns is determined by the environmental elements, not by the individual learner).


	The principles of contiguity (how close in time two events must be for a bond to be formed) and reinforcement (any means of increasing the likelihood that an event will be repeated) are central to explaining the learning process.





Merriam and Caffarella (1999) cite several educational practices that can be traced to behaviorism, such as instructional design, behavioral objectives, instructor accountability, programmed instruction, and competency-based education. Vocational training and technical and skills training would fall under the auspices of behaviorism. Today’s performance-based HRD also has deep ties with behaviorist theory and practice. Elias and Merriam (1995) identify several instructional methods that have been influenced by behaviorism.: competency-based education, criterion-referenced instruction, programmed instruction, teaching machines, contract learning, Personalized System of Instruction (PSI), Individually Guided Education (IGE), and Individually Prescribed Instruction (IPI). Regardless of the method, responsibility for learning lies with the learner.


Learners, as in progressivism, take an active role in learning that is organized from a behaviorist philosophy. Learners are encouraged to learn and adopt behaviors, skills, and competencies. They receive ongoing feedback about their performance of the desired behaviors within specific environments.


The role of the teacher in behaviorism is to foster behavior that promotes the survival and success of both individuals and society. Teachers are responsible for eliciting desired behavior and minimizing undesirable behavior. Behaviorist educators involve learners in the mastery of behaviors by planning, managing, organizing, and controlling the learning process.


Contributions of Behaviorist Philosophy. Elias and Merriam (1995) conclude that there is no adult educator or program that is exclusively behavioral, but that the influence of this philosophy is readily apparent in the programs, policies, and practices of adult education. Behavioral learning objectives are very common. They note:




Regardless of the extent to which one concurs with Skinner’s underlying philosophical assumptions or plans for restructuring society, one can make use of the techniques and principles of behavior proposed by this school of psychology. Behaviorism has, in fact, had a significant impact upon various facets of our society. (Elias and Merriam, 1995, 86)






Humanistic Adult Education



Humanistic adult education is grounded in existential philosophy and humanistic psychology that value freedom and autonomy, active cooperation and participation, and self-directed learning (Elias and Merriam, 1995). Humanistic educational practices include: learner-centered training, group dynamics, team building, group processes, sensitivity training, encounter groups, and self-directed learning. The goal of humanistic education is:




The development of persons—persons who are open to change and continued learning, persons who strive for self-actualization, and persons who can live together as fully-functioning individuals. As such, the whole focus of humanistic education is upon the individual learner rather than a body of information. That is not to say that humanistic education lacks substance. It is the approach to material and person within the educative process that is emphasized. (Elias and Merriam, 1995, 122)





Humanism can be traced to classical China, Greece, and Rome expressed through religion, education, and psychology and to the philosophy of Aristotle and Plato. Humanists value the freedom and dignity of the individual and, unlike behaviorists, emphasize the affective and emotional aspects of personality. Humanists also value what is not seen, rather than seeking only observable behavior as a measure of learning on which behaviorists rely. Modern humanism emerged as a protest to industrialism and the advancement of science and the behavioristic philosophies associated with these phenomena.
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