INFORMATION TO USERS
'IlDs lIIOJlUsaipt,bas been ropn>duced from the microfilm master. UMI
films the text direc:tIy from the oriIiDa1 or copy submitted. Tbus, some

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter fac;:e., while otbers may
be from any type of oomputer priorer.
nequllqolWs~Is"""""_"'~ol""

Broken or iDdistiDct prim. colored. or poor quality
iJIumuioDs aDd ~ prim bI<cddIroaIb.-lIW)iDs,
aDd improper aJilpImeDr em ocMneIy _
reproductioD.
CGp7 IIIbaiUed..

In the unlitely. event that the author did not setld UMI a complete
maDUSCript aDd the.e ore missiJI& pop. _
will be DOted. Also, if
1IIIalItbcrizec ""I'Yrillltt marerialllod 10 be teIIII>Wd, • -.. ril iDdicare

the deIetiaa.
Oversize materials (..... maps, drawiDp, dwts) ore r.produced by

_left

secIioDiDc the oripDaI, \>qiDDiDc &1 the _ r Ieft·baud comer aDd
ClDIISiDuiDc
10 rilb'ineqaalsedioas with smaIl~ Each
oriJiDal is also photoppbed in ODe eqosu.re and is included in
reduced form &1 the back of the book.
I'botogropbs iDduded in the oriIiD&I......,..;pt bpe bceo ropn>duced
ze_bic:oDy in tbis copy. Higber quality 6" • 9" black IJId wbite
photograpbic prints are PailabJe for any photographs or illustrations
appearq in this copy for an addilioDal c!JarIe. ColIIaa UMI direc:tIy
to order.

UMI
A Bell & ~l tnlom'1anclrl Company
JlX) NortI'1 Zeeo Ftlad. Am AItlot Ml481Q6.1346 USA

313.'761-4700

800:521~

Toward Leamer EmpowtnDent and Adult SeIC·D1.rected

I.anUac

iu

by

Therese Bopn.Royle. B.A•. B. Ed.
A thesis submitted to the School of Graduate Studies
io partial fulflUment of the requiremeots for tbe decree of

Master of Educatioa.

Faodly of Educ:atioo
Memorial Uni"ersity of Newfoundland

July, 1997

St. Jobll'S

Newfou.adland

.+.

National Laary

Bbiothilque nationale

oICanam

""canada

Acqi.Wsitions and
Bibiogtaphjc services

Acquisitions et
services bib60graphiques

3lil5~s.-

39S...... W ~

e>a-ON K1A0H4

oa-aON K1A0N4

c:..-

c:..-

The author has granted a non·
exclusive licence allowing the
National LIbraI)' of Canada to
reproduce, loan, distnbute or sell
copies of this thesis in microform.
paper or electronic formats.

The author retains ownership of the
copyright in this thesis. Neither the
thesis nor substantial extracts from it
may be printed or otherwise
reproduced without the author's
permission.

L' auteur a accorde une licence non
exclusive permettant Ii la
Bibliotheque nationaJe du Canada de
reproduire. peeler. distnbuer au
vendre des copies de cette these sous
la forme de microfiche/film, de
reproduction sur papier au sur format
electronique.
L'auteur conserve la propriete du
droit d'auteur qui protege cettc these.
Ni 1a these ni des extraits substantiels
de ceUe..ci ne doivent etre Unprimes
au autrement reproduits sans son
autorisation.

0-612-25849-1

Canad~

This rcscan:.b. in the field of adult education is i:oleDded to e:qJaDd lIOdcrmDding of the

complexity of !be reJalWosIIips _ _ !be """"""" of adult dUlaJlcc - . _
empowcrmeo1aDd

ioanDDg.

[ boJd these assumptions: empowerment or. in Starbawj('s (1987) words. expansion or
unfolding of the adult leamer's imwc capabilities or powers-from-within. promoteS self-

dircc:ted. learning. By comparison. lack of student power or student discmpowcnnent is a
critical factor which contributes to low levels of sclf-directed learning and high levels of
dissatisfaction and attrition. These conditions an: oot uncommon to the adult distance
education.
[ implemented. an interVention model, to include wlw: I consider essential to
empowerment. aamely the components of critical reflection aod ratioaal discou:rse. The model

is intended to fac:iliwe the dcve1opme:nt of the adult lc:amcr's power-from-witbin. From this
research, [have found that this empowering model, aDd specifically the eotnpotICDt5 of critical

reflc:cti.on., and. I3IioaaJ. discounc within a. supportive group, to be extIcmely etfeaive in
nurturing dlc power that reside:s within the stUClezL An empowered studem. I propose. is able
to direct his or bet own leaming.

[ hope to coolribute to Ilte cooceptuaI base W4 down coD<:<rlJini Ilte ~
between student empowerment and adult seIf..<fired.cd. cduca1ion. The tbcoty aDd model can be

applied. not only in an adult graduate education settiDg, but in other educ:arioDaL settings, in
order to achieve a more emancipatOry and dcmocr.uic: interaction.
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CHAPTERl
lntroduction to the Study

Demographers inform us that the population of adult learners in post secondaly
educational instinniuns is steadily increasing. In the decade betWeen 1975 and 1985, as recorded
by Snyder (1991), the enrollment of students between the ages 0£25-45 increased by 144% (p.
47). Slotnick et a1 (1993) predict that as we approach the millennium, we will see that the largest

increase in student population will continue to be that aCthe the adult learner (p. 4). These
statistics should indicate a warning to educators of adults, to be prepared to accept the
responsibility of meeting the learning needs ofthe new, rapidly growing student population, the
adult learner population..

The adult le:uner has expressed a need for alternative modes of delivery, that is. other than

the tnlditional

on~lI1pus lecture

mode. Madra (cited in Evans & Nation, 1987) avows:

it is the role of education and educators to hdp usher in a more just and humane society
and to aitic:illy eogage society in order to transform it, yet society's view on humanity,
and the means to assiJt the growth and development ofthal quality, ace so divetgeut tbal
is Dot possaole to provide one mode ofeducation which can openly and bonestly
accommodaJe different world view) wbic:b gc:oen.r:c them. (p.n).
One could claim that distance education, as an alternative mode of educational delivery,

has become almost synonymous with the education of adults in post secondary educational
institutions. [n 1996, the Open University ofBritain, one of the oldest distance education
institutes in the world, graduated over 150,000 distance students. On this continent, in Ontario
alone, over 100,00 adult distance education students are registered at the Independent Learning

Centres. Moreover. at the Open Newthink: Coofermce ofBritish Columbia, Calvert (1984)
reports. it was contended thal ..distaDcc education wiD become the primary mode ofuniversity
education" (p. 78). We are already seeing this prediction n1idated..

Research into the theory and practice ofadult education, and patticu1arty ofdistance
education, is needed to inform post secondary educators how they can best provide for the
educational needs of the aduJt learner, and as well, meet the growing demand for the new delivery
mode of adult education, distance education.
rn this study I plan to implement an empowerment model which is intended to facilitate the
process of sdf--directed learning for the adult distance learner.

D!!!fipjripo gfT;rm$

Distance education. self-directed learning. an<in.gogy. critical reflection and rational
discourse are the major consuuets presented in this study. The last two concepts cited here are
essenria.I compooents of the empowerment intervention modd which I implemented in this study.
Brief definitions of each one of these constructs are presented at this time and more

comprebeosive descriptions are provided in Chapter II, Review oflbc Literuure.
Pi#'QB Educatipo Keegan (1986) dc:fioes distaoce educatiOD U foUows:

Distance education is the quasi-pemwlCIlt separation of teacher and leamers throughout
the length of the learning process; this distinguisbes it from face-to-face education; the
influence of an educational organization. both in the plaDning and preparation ofleaming
materials and in the provision of student support services; this distinguishes it from
private study and teach yourself programs; the use oftechnical media: priJIt, audio. video
or computer. to unite teacher and [earner and to carry the content of the course; the
provision of two-way communication so that the student may benefit from or even initiate
dialogue. this distinguishes it from other uses oftecbnology in education; the quasipermanent absence oftbe teaming group throughout the length of the learning process so

that. people ace usually taught as individuals aDd not in groups, with the POSSlOility of
occasional meetings fur both didaaic and socialization purposes (p. 49).
ScJf_Qiq:qc:d laming Knowles (1980) defines self-directed leaming as"

&

process in which individuals take the initiative., with or without the bell' of others, in diagnosing
their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifYing human and material sources for

learning, choosing and implementing appropriate leaming strategies and evaluating learning
outcomes" (p. 18).

A.D.dri&D.ax.

AndJagogy is described a.s a set of principles which is specifically

descriptive of adult learning and development. Andragogy holds these assumptions: adult leamen
value autonomy and independence and they prefer an independent or self-directed learning
process: adult learncn have accumulated rich reservoirs of experiences which, upon reflection,

serve as valuable resources for learning; adult learners value relevant, problem-oriented course
content which provides for immediate application and enhanced performance (Knowles, 1970).
~

Although there are several interpretations of this term, I have

identified Starnawk's (1987) definition ofempowermcot as most descriptive of and relevam to

this study. Stubawk. (1987) tenns the concept ·power-from.within'. She states that power-fromwithin is linked to a sense ofcompetcnce andjoy at ooe', unfolding capacities a.s it arises from
being able.
Critil;i! Re:t1c:c;ripo Boud., Keough. and Walker (1985) describe aitical reflection

as a "generic term for those inteUectua1 and affective activities in which individuals engage to
explore their experiences in order to lead to new undcmandings and appreciation" (p. 3).
Me:zirow (1990) funher explains., "reflection would include making inferences, generalizations and

analogies., discriminations. and evaltwions, as weD as feeling. remembering, and solving
problems" (p. 4).
Rational DiscguC$C Rational discourse involves discussions which provide

opportunities for participanu to express expa:ieuc:es., perceptioas. ideas and opinions. bDonal

discourse provides room to explore new ways of doing things. to generate new questions. to
develop new understandings. It is a means of connecting with others, of pooling reflections and
insights and of developing alliances with those who s!w"e and support ideas, interpretations, and

In condusioll, I pose two assumptions.

rlfSt of all, the concepts ofadult education at the

post-graduate level and self~ected learning ought to define each other. As the literature reveals.
both the population of adult learners in pOst sccooduy institutions and the demand for a practice
ofleaming which is appropriate to adults., is locrea.siDg. Added to this is the W:t: that the demand
for innovative or alternative methods of educational delivery, is dramatically increasing.
EducationaJ theory and practice, appropriate to the education of adult learners, must reflect an
approach other than the traditional on~pus pedagogical approach. Self-directed learning

provided through the distance mode of delivery would represem aD approach which could satisfY
those demands.
Secondly, I propose that the COllStrUct of empowerment is linked to that ofadult self·
directed learning. The assumptions of andragogy state that the psychological attributes of

independence and responsibility chancterize adulthood. In fact self-direction is not only the goal
of adult education but in faa is, as Asbcroft (1987) recommends, a foundation for a philosophy of

adult education. Would it not follow, that nurtUring and fostering the development, expamion aDd
expression of these innate psychological attnootes ofindependence and responsibiJty involve
developing power that resides within the student or empowa1ng the student. EmpowenneDl o~
development. of what Starha.wk (1987) terms, 'power-from-within' the student is crucial to the

success. goals, and philosophy of seIf-directed learning and essential., as Aronowitz and Giroux
(1993) contend, to adult learning and development.

Pump" pf rhe Rc:ss:arch
Empowerment. contend Aronowitz and Giroux (1993) is a centnl dyrwnic of
emancipatory education. Ashcroft (cited in Kreisberg, 1992) goes as far u to recommend that
-empowerment be the basis of the philosophy of education- (p. 134).
My research purpose is to study the process of empowerment of adult distance graduate
students who in fact. may possibly be one of the most disempowered groups in any university.
That the psychological attribute of, what Starhawk (1987) terms. 'power-from-within' be
developed. and that the expression of this power, in the form of student generated learning
contracts, be demonstrated. is central to the pwpose of this research. Knowles (1980) would
support my research purpose., as he informs us that the primary purpose of adult educatioa is to
promote the dcvelopment ofthe student's ability to direct hWher own teaming process. He slates
that one of the prime responsibilities as educators orall students. both on-campus and distance,
requites first of all. lhat they be professionally bound to strive to develop students who

~

not

dependent and passive but to help develop students to independentJy direct their own education.

As studies reveal that most programs are teacher-directed • and not student -directed. educators

cannot continue to ignore the critical responsibility that they must assume in facilitating student
ernpowament and the expression of this power. student-directed learning.

My intent is to implement an empowerment model to a focus group of adult distance
students. The model will provide activities designed to identify, expand and develop the innate
powers of the student and provide oppommities through which this power will be demonstrated.

The: Empowr;rrncnt Mode!

The model consists of three phases: the Confrontation Phase. the Healing Phase and the
Demonstrating Phase. Two components. critical reflection and rational discourse. are ingredients
ofeach phase of the modeL I propose that these components are major and essential
considerations contributing to the nurturing and expansion oflhe adult leamer's power-fromwithin. Other researchers would support my design which includes training in and use of specific
skills. Research conducted by Danis and Tremblay (1988) reveals that once individuals have
mastered certain competencies they were bener able to specify learning goals and preferred
learning procedures. Dunst (cited in Beare and Slaughter. I(93) claims that empowerment
consists of "enabling experiences provided ... that foster autonomy. choice.. control and
responsibility, allowing the individual to display existing competencies that support and strengthen
new functioning- (pp. 126.130).

I will now briefly describe the function of each of the three phases of the empowerment
modeL The Confrontation Phase is the first phase of the empowerment process. The purpose of
this phase is to use the techniques of critical self-reflection and rational discourse to assist the
students in developing an awareness ofthe sources of power that serve to constrain. restrict, or
suppress the development of student power. This phase is also intended to imbue a freedom to

aiticizc and to instigate a resistance oppressive power, that is., that power which has functioned
to silence the voice of the student, specifically in decision making concerning hislher own learning
pro=s.

The Healing Phase is the second phase of the empowerment modeL The purpose of this
phase is to assist the focus group, again through the processes of critical reflection and rational
discourse, to understand the reasons for their disempowermem and become aware of. unfold,
expand and nurture their powers-from-within.

The Demonstrating Phase is the third and final phase. The purpose of this final phase is to
provide an opportunity for the focus group. who have now developed power-from-within., to
express that empowerment by directing their own learning processes. Mishler (cited in Evans and
Nation. 1989) suggests that "to be empowered is not only to speak one's voice and to have one's
say but to apply that understanding arrived at to action" (p. 201). Therefore models oflcaming
contracts adapted from those designed by Tough (1971) and Stephenson (1981) will be provided.
Appendix C contains a sample self-directed learning contract. Tough and Stephenson claim that
an empowered student would be able to (I.) detcnnine hislher own learning needs and learning
objectives; (2.) identify subjects. themes. topics. issues to constitute curriculum; (3.) access
learning and tcaching resources and identitY delivery methods and (4.) select methods of course

evaluation. The test of the model's potential to filcilitate the process of empowerment will be
evidenced in the students' demonstrating or expressing their empowered status by completing
sdf-directed learning contracts.
The product of this study will be a model for student~learning:

&

model which will

describe a process tu facilitate the development of the student's power-from.within. Self-directed
learning and emancipatory or democratic education cannot be achieved in the absence of student

empowerment Giroux (cited in Kreisberg, 1992) would agree. He recommends that «educational
institutions [must be metaphors for] democratic sites dedicated to selfand social improvement n

p.204).

lbcRc:yarr;b problem

"The research problem encompasses two areas: the field of aduJt learning and development
and the field of distance education.

rtrSt of all, I contend that a gap exists between the theories of

aduh learning and development and the practice of adult education, and secondly, I claim. that a
gap exists between the theories and the practices ofdistancc: education. 1 will now aim to support

these claims.

InrgnsnlGXiY Bet\yccp Ibcory Ind PnM;tice; gfAndplplY The theories

or adult learning

and development iotlicate that adult learnen value autonomy aDd independence. that they have
accumulated rich resources of experience and that they prefer to direct their own leaming
processes (Broolc6eld, 1986; Evans., 1994; Freire, 1914; Knowles, 1980; Kolb. 1984). Yet studies
reveal that low levels of student..<firected learning and high levels of dissatisfaction and attrition

ace salient to adult education. The adult learner's learning process is not student directed.
Professors continue to make most major decisions concerning the adult leamer's learning process.
Professors determine course content, decide on the pace and sequence ofleaming activities. select
teaching methodology and determine delivery and evaluation methods.
A teacher-directed practice has produced dependent and passive adult learners. [n fact,

what has been described by theorists as a learned helplessness, or even a learned hopelessness. has
devdoped as studies reveal that adult learners ace unable to take even the first steps in directing
their own learning. Statistics reveal that low levels of self-directed learning. and high levels of
dissatisfaction and attrition are salient to adult education. This fact might be a strong indication
that the adult education system has failed to recognize the adult learners' psychological attnoutes
ofautonomy and independence, nor has the system acknowledged that the adult learners
possesses competencies and expertise. powers that ought to be nurtured and developed.
lfadult self-directed education is to be achieved. these 'powers-from-within' ought to be
identified and developed. prior to and in preparation for the self-directed learning process.
Aronowitz and Giroux (1993) would agree, they claim emancipalory and democratic education,
which they have identified as the goal of education, has not yet been achieved in lhe practice of
adult education.

Inmognlengy Betwc<:n Theory and Practice of Distance Edycation Research of distance

education by Evans and Nation (1989) revealed extremely high attrition rates. sometimes as high
as W.4; similarly studies by Slotnick et al (1993) revealed that less than 500.4 ofdistance students
complete their first distance education course (p. 79). Great concern has been expressed among

10
distance education admirUstrators to reduce attrition rates. In fact studying for an academic degree
through the distance mode is considered a difficult, if not impossible. challenge (Beder &
Darleenwale!, 1982; Keegan, 1986; Moore 1980; Novak & Gowin. 1989).
Seder, Oarbnwald., and Merriam (1982) cite a number offaetors contributing to

dissatisfaction and attrition in the distance education mode. Some of these are: cost of distance
programs, delay in postal delivery or slow feedback on assignments. I recognize that these factors
do inhibit both access to and success in distance programs; however I contend that the negative

symbols and meanings that have been constructed for the practice of distance education and for
the distance education student have disempowercd lhe student and have produced a teacherdirected learning process rather than a student-directed adult education system.
1 consider the psychological factor. lack of student empowerment and lack of student
voice in decision malcing concerning the student's own learning process. as causal to low levels of
self-direcled adult learning. Ths factor, I contend, is primarily responstole for high levels of
dissatisfaction and attrition salient to the distance mode.
One can therefore conclude that the practice of adult distance education is incongruent

with the theories of adult learning and development and secondly the theories and practices of
distance education are also incongruent_ TlIlto's Model of Persistence and Withdrawal in Higher
Education (cited in Munch, 1994) supports my hypothesis. Tinto cautions:
...dropout in the fonn ofvoluntary withdrawal appears to relate to lack of congruency
between the individual and both tne intellectual climate of the institution and the social
system. Persistence or withdrawal from academic institutions is dependent on the level of
integration the student experiences with the academic system. including both student and
faa.dty social systems of the university.... (p. 284).

II

As low levels of sdf-directed learning and high levels of dissatisfaction and attrition are
charaaeristic of adult distance education. it is indeed clear that the goals of emancipatory and

dc:mocrat:i.c education, envisaged by Aronowitz and Giroux. have not been achieved: the practice
of adult distance education is something other than the theories intended.
This study will aim to pose a conceptual base and to present a model to facilitate the
process of student empowerment and its practice: self-directed learning. I believe that student
empowerment, which is evidenced in the adult learners actively directing their own education, is a

metaphor (or emmcipuory and democratic education. Student empowennent is an essential
element of adult learning and development and provision of self-directed learning is a professional

responsibility of educators of adults.

Signifignce pf the Rescm:h

I hope that the conceptions and practical implications resulting from this study will

contribute to the body of literature concerned wim adult education, student empowennent and
the prWcc of self.·directed learning. These areas of study are ones which Caffarella (1988)

and Candy (1991) claim have suffered from a dearth of literature. Houle (cited in Garrison.
1992) claims that to date. -adult education has not achieved a masterful synthesis of what can

be confidently be said to be the central discipline or the basic knowledge of the field" ( p. 8).
As well. Stubblefield, Dampiere and Keane (cited in Garrison. 1992) agree that -adult
education and distance education have a long history of practice but as the focus of research,
they are in their infancies" (p. I). Yet. despite this fact. research by Fullan (1993) and Slotnick:
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et al (1993) reveal that adult learners are comprising an ever growing and vital segment of the

student population in universities. Plecas and Sork (cited in Garrison, 1992) recommend that
research into adult education ought to be conducted in order to provide for development of "a
body of disciplined knowledge relating 10 how learning can best be facilitated given various
adult learner populations and various social and political

conditions~ (p.

8). Houle (ciled in

Garrison, 1992) states, ·11 indicates a serious challenge for adult education researchers to
consolidate their effons in the goal of developing distinctive and coherent theoretical
frameworlcs and thus establishing the credibility of adult education as a field of study· (p. 8)

Many theorists would agree that self-directed learning is the eventual goal of adult
education, in fact Candy (1991) describes the concept as reaching a trend. However, much
research to date has not focussed on the relationship between disempowermcot of the adult
learner, the process of self-directed learning and the distance education mode of delivery.
Many studies to date have focussed on the situational aspects of self-directed learning. for
example. se1f·managemen[ skills. the role of the faciliulor or environmental or siruational
facoors. Other researchers have focussed on the relationship between the constructs of negative
se1f-concepu and the rale of progress in self-direc[ed learning (Brockett. 1983); the
relationship between self-dirt.cted learning and its effect on self-concept (Sabbaghian ,1980);
the constructs of field dependency and independent leaming (Theil and Tzuk, 1985).
My study seeks to focus on adult distance learning based on the actual aperiefICa of
t~ (eofftU'.

This study aims to explore how the adult experiences his or her own learning

process through the distance mode of delivery.The study will synthesize three concepts which
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are distinctive of the adult learners' experiences: the psychological attribute of adult learner
independence, the practice of se1f-direc:ted learning and the delivery method of distance
education.

Sjgnjfigmce of !be Rescareh MethrxlpJpfY" The Empgwerment MOOe!

Student autonomy and student-directed learning have not been studied by others in

exactly the way this study intends, that is. using the research design of focus group learning
and project and lhe model's components, critical reflection and rational discourse. Other

researchers have studied development of autonomy of teachers and citizen activists using
dialogic introspection and intervention models but not with distance education graduate

students. The focus of this study is the graduate student, the adult leamer, who. as Kasworrn
(1983) asserts, holds me greatest potential for self-directedness.

I imitatjons of the Research

Contingences of time, money and accessibility limit all research. This study as well has

limitations. The research sample was restricted to five graduate students at one university,
Memorial University of Newfoundland. It would have been beneficial to involve several focus

groups from various post secondary educational institutions but this was not a practical option
at this time. However, LeCompte and Preissle (1993) assure us that small sample size is
characteristic of qualitative research.

I'
The scope of the study involved only me psychological attributes of power; specifically
the skills, competencies, and potentialities that reside within the learner. The srudy did not

focus on other factors as intellectual, sociological, economic or physical characteristics of the
adult distance learner. Despite these limitations, [ believe that the findings of this study can
add to the body of literature surrounding the field of adult education and student

empowerment.
I hope that the findings of this research will provide an understanding of the
relationships between the constructs of power-from-within. self-directed learning and the adult

distance learner. I hope that the empowennent model can be applied not only in a distance
education setting, but in any setting, in order to achieve a more emancipator)' and democratic
interaction.
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CHAPTER II
Review of Selected Literature

In this chapter. the literature concerning the COnstNcts ofadult education, distance
education, self-directed learning and empowerment, as well as the pnletices ofcritical reflection
and rational discourse, which are components of the empowerment model, will be reviewed. In

this chapter.

t intend to review the links between the construct ofadult learning and development.

the distance mode of educational delivery, the practice ofsclf-directed leaming and adult learner

empowennent.
Adult Edllc;atipD

Adulthood is defined as a time of freedom from the influence orothers.. a time when
individuals direct their own actions and assume responsibility for them (Strong, 1977). Maslow's

Hieracchy ofNeeds (1970) describes adulthood as a phase during which the adult strives to reach
fun development ofhislher capabilities. Humanistic philosophy as well, assumes that individuals
possess an urge toward personal growth and toward the goal of self·aetualization and that
individuals wish to assume responsibility for their learning, growth and development. Owens
(1995) offers his support when he claims that professionals are motivated by satisfaction of
intrinsic needs ofwachievement. recognition. and advancement...forces which are valuable to
individuals

[0

lift their performance and to approach their maximum potential" (p. 117). In

summary. the need for self-actualization, or maximization of personal potential. is characteristic
ofthe adulthood phase of human development.

16
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Adult learners are best defined by distinguishing them from younger

learners. The self-concept of the adult teamer is characterized by independence. autonomy and
self-direction; whereas., the self-concept oflhe child is characterized by dependence (Brockett &.
Heimstra. 1991). The younger learner is often a passive learner who is dependent upon a teacher
to design, develop, implement and evaluate the learning process for him or her. In contrast, the
independent adult learner is able to become actively involved in designing, developing,
implementing and evaluating the learning process for himself or herself Knowles Theory of Adult
Learning (cited in Mugridge &. Kaufman.. 1986}) states that••• adult learners. when opportunities
arise for relevant learning can and do demonstrate very high levels of .... autonomy. and
independence" (p. 165). Adults are more likely to strive for certain levels of involvement.
Two constructs associated with the study of adult learning and development are
andragogy and conscientization.
~

Knowles (1980) used the term andragogy to define a learning process

characteristic ofadulthood. Assumptions of andragogy include the following: adult learners need
to direct and control things which affect their lives. adults need to learn things which are relevant
to them and experience is a valuable source ofleaming (Usher & Bryant., 1989). Kolb (1984),
recognized for his study on experiential learning, summarizes. '''Knowledge is created through the
transformation of experience" (p. 38), that is adults are informed or acquire knowledge through
work and life experiences.
CgD:jcientjzatioo.. This construct similarly describes the field of study concemed with
adult learning and development. Conscienti::acao represents" the developmem ofthe awakening
ofcritica1 awareness" (Freire 1974, p. 19, original emphasis). Taylor (1993) adds that
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"'Conscientization is a process of developing consciousness. but consciousness that is understood
to have the power to transfonn" (p. 52). Essential components ofconscientization are reflection

and rationaf discoune (Freire., 1974; Taylor. 1993). Kolb (1984) statestbat lhrough r-eflection,
learners become aware that beliefs and structures ace not fixed and rigid and sbouJd be open to

continuous questioning and re-vision. Through rational discourse learners acquire exposure to
different ways oftooking at the world" (p. 38). The empowerment model implemented in Utis
Sh.Idy includes both critical reflection and rational discourse to promote developmnet of the
powers that reside within the individual.

Distance Education

Distance education, as an alternative mode afeducariana! delivery, was defined by the
1988 XI Latin American Teleducation Conference, as a system based on the use of instructional

media that promotes !.he self-teaching and self-learning process. It provides greater geograpllic
coverage than the traditional on-eampus system of education. Succinctly. distance education. by
providing Oexibility oftime and place. facilitates access to and participation in higher education.
Previous to the distance mode of delivery, higher education. as it is defined in this study, was
available only to those who found it possible to attend a post secondary institution, on-campus
and fuU time. Verduin and Clarke (1991) cite other characteristics of distance education. They
claim that the distance delivery mode not only removes barriers to panicipation in higher
education, but they claim that in many instances distance education is leamer-centered education,
and is thus more effective than the traditional on-campus mode of delivery.
Holmberg (1986) describes distance education as including these following characteristics:

'8
(a> non-contiguous communication
(b) pre-produced courses
(e) two-way communication between student. tutors and others
(d) almost used exclusively by adults
(f) the economics ofdistance education is strongly influenced by mass education
(g) di.slance education serves the individual leamer
(p.141-142).

However, Shale, (cited in Tight, (996), expresses concerns with distance mode of
ddivery. He cautions:
All Ofwhal constitutes the process ofeduC&tion when teachers and students are able to
meet face-la-face also constitutes the process of education when teachers and student are
physically separated. All the necessary condidons for the educational process are inherent
in face-la-face contact. This is not the case when teacher and student are physically apart.
The task ofdistance education is to find the means by which to introduce these necessary
conditions., or to simulate them SO closely as to be acceptable proxies (p. 93).

Sc1f.pjrCG'rd I earning

Moore (1980) describes one who is a self-directed learner as..
possessing the ability to identify his learning needs when he finds a problem to be solved.
a skill to be acquired. or information to be obtained. He is able to articulate his need in the
form ofa general goal, differentiate that goal into several specific objectives, and define
fairly explicitly his criteria for successful achievement. In implementing his need. he
gathers the infonnation he desires, collects his ideas, practices skills. works to resolve
problems, and achieves his goals. In evaluating, the learner judges the
appropriateness of newly acquired skills, the adequacy of his solutions. and the quality of
his new ideas and knowledge (p. 23).

Brookfield's (1980) definition, as well. emphasises the concept of independence. He uses
the term independent learning to describe the adult's learning process where "decisions about
immediate and terminal learning goals to be pursued. rate of student progress. evaluative
procedures to be employed and sources of maten a! to be consulted are in the hands of the learner"
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(p.3).
Brockett (1983) emphasizes that the concept of responsibility is inextricably interwoven in

the concept of self-direction. He defines the process of self-directed learning as one where the
primary responsibility for setting learning objectives, detennining learning resources., canying out
and evaluating learning activities rests with the learner. In 1991 Brockett and Hiemstra developed

a setf-directed learning model which can be used to define and to evaluate self-directed learning.
The model. tenned the Personal Responsibility Orientation Model (pRO Model), includes these

componenu:
I. The learner assumes personal responsibility for determining learning needs. purposes.,

questions. goals
2. The learner generales a learning coll/ract between himselflherself and the facilitator in order to
build commitment to complete teaming initiatives
3. The learner identifies prefemui leomiltg strategies (for example: mentors, role models, study

groups., small group discussions)
4. The learner determines course components ( for example: identifying and generating annotated
bibliographies from the academic literature related to the selected field of interest, conducting

small qualitative research studies. conducting critical inquiry of major trends and controversies in
the field of study. critically analyzing theories, ideologies. perspectives., conducting comparative
research, reading and preparing critical analysis of the literature surrounding the area of study;
S. The learner participates ill decisions conceming evaluation
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Other definitions of self-directed learning are presented by Candy (199l). He identifies
four distinct.. but related., phenomena of the construct, self-direction. They are as foUows:
"seif-direction" as a penonal attribute (personal autonomy); "'self-direction" as the
willingness and capacity to conduct one's own education (self-management); "se1f~
direction" as a mode oforganiring instruction in Cannal settings (learner -control) and
"selt'-direction" as the individual, non-institutional pursuit ofleaming opportunities in the
natural setting (autodidaxy) ( p_ 23).

(n summary, Brockett & Hiemstra (1991), Jarvis (1983. 1987), Merriam and Caffarells
(1991) all concur that the mode ofleaming which is particularly characteristic of adulthood is
sdf-directed learning. Self--directed learning is not only a goal but a foundation for a philosophy

ofadult education (Ashcroft, 1987; Mezirow. 1990).

l,t;Imq-C00trn' Another concept associated wilh self-directed learning is learner control.
Control over the learning process, Candy ( 1991) maintains. can be described along a continuum
On one end of the continuum would be characterized by teacher indoctrination and
teacher control.. an almost total teacher control and little room for learner control at all.
Then come in sequence. lectures. lessons ..• programmed instruction, ... individualized
instruction. ... personalized instruction. ... interactive computer-managed learning. .
discovery teaming, and so on, until finally the point is reached where learners have
accepted almost all control over valued instructional functions. This point..at the edge of
the continuum is called independent study (p. II).

In this study I will synthesize the constructs of adult learning and development. the

process ofself-directed learning and the delivery mode of distance education. Other researchers
have linked these constructs. For example, Candy (1991), Knowles (1980), and Lewis and
Spencer (1986) all claim that independence and autonomy is a critical element of both adult
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education and distance education. In this quote Garrison (1989) connects the concept of adult
education or andragogy. the process of self-directed learning and the mode ofdistance education.
He states. "Adult educators must recognize the ability of telecommunications and
microprocessor technology to assist adult educators to reach out to adult lcamers in a variety of
settings; and we must bridge the gap between formal institutional education and activities of selfdirected learning in the natural societal setting'" (p. 136). Moore (cited in Calvert., 1984) avows
that sdf-directedness in the form of autonomy and independence is central to the success of

distance education programs and institutions should "adopt positive and involving attitudes.
practices and images" (p. 78). He strongly recommends that these alternative modes should reflect
a partnership between the student and the academic institution based on the concept that students
should participate in researching, designing and developing their own learning processes.

For the purpose of this paper I have identified Starhawk's definition of empowerment as
relevant to the discussion of adult learner empowerment and self-direcled education. As indicated
previously, Starhawk (1987) coined the term ·power·from-within'. She describes it in teons of a
sense of being able, or a sense ofconfidence and power- which develops with the identification.
unfolding. expansion and development of innate abilities and competencies.•• Power-trom-within
is akin to

t~e

sense of mastery we develop as young children with each new unfolding ability" (p.

10). I would equate Starhawk's definition of empowerment to Maslow's definition of self·
actualization. He defines self-actualization as the identification.. development and exploitation of
talents., capacities and potentialities.
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Em!XIwmnent and Sdf-Pin:ctcd I.f!iilming Concepts which are related to empowerment
as self-esteem, self-<:onfidence and positive self-identity, are inherent in the construct of self-

directed, autonomous or learner-controUed learning. Brockett & Hiemstra (1991) comment, "it
can be said with a high degree of confidence that there is a link: between seIf-direction and selfconcept... findings indicate that self-direction is reflected in how adults perceive themselves" ( p.
98). Sabbaghian (1980) advocates that "Adult students with higher self-<:oncepts appear to be
more able to plan and direct the majority of their learning projects themselves than adult students

with lower sdf-concepts" (pp. 114-1(5). Following that lead, one can deduce that empowered

learners bold the greatest potential for self..direct.ed learning.
Cross (1981 ) claims that unfavourable attitudes and perceptions about oneself as a

IcameT" inhibit participation in seIf-directed learning. For the adult leamer, self-esteem is of great
importance. In ract socialleaming theory informs us that adults will not remain involved in a
(earning activity or remain involved with a group, if affiliation does not contribute to their selfM
esteem. Many adult le.arnen are very sensitive to criticism and need recognition, approval and
praise for their ct'forts. The message for educators of adults is that a supportive and empowering
environment is necessary ifleaming is to take place (Kreisberg. 1992).
Empowmncut and Critical Theory. Critical theory provides a foundation for the study of
power. Rosenman (1980) emphasizes the element of critical pedagogy in her definition of
empowerment. She states, ''Empowerment for an individual means the development and use of
mechanisms which allow control over individual and community destinies to be exercised without
the oppressive and unjust restraint of others" (p. 252).
Julian Rappapon ( cited in Kreisberg, 1992) emphasizes the connection between
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empowerment and critical seIf-reOect.ion. She defines empowerment"as a movement away from a
paternalistic notion of helping as a way of addressing individuaJ needs and deficiencies. to a notion
of change that focuses on assuring individuals and conunuruties of their rights and responsibilities.
This perspective relies on an individuals own capacities to help ourselves and others .. (p. 19).
Empowerment is also linked to resistance. According to Kieffer (1981), Rappaport

(1981), and Solomon (1976), when one is becoming empowered onc develops tbe confidence and
ability to critically reflect on one's social and political situation. The process involves reflecting
on, analysing and resisting social identities and interactions which have been identified as
unfavourable or disadvantaging.
Kieffer (1981) links empowerment and self-directed learning. He uses the phrase
..participatory competence" as synonymous with empowerment. Participatory competence would
show individuals developing their awareness and understanding of the reasons for
disempowerment and identifying and developing competencies which would be used to enable
them to panicipate effectively in decisions which affect their lives. Kreisberg (1992) emphasizes
that empowerment" demands both personal and institutional change.. .it calls for alternative ways
of thinking about ourselves..'" (p. 18). He adds that .. 1t is a personal transfonnation out of silence
and submission that is characterized by the development of an aUlhentic voice..and it is a .. social
process of self assertion in one's world" (p. 19).
Chenyholmes (1988), Doyle (1993) and Popkewitz (1984) expand this idea of assertion.
They link empowerment to the expression of individuals' voices. in decisions concerning issues
which affect their lives. However Popkewitz cautions that, as the educational system is a socially
and culturaJ.Jy constnJcted system. it is I'IOt surprising that it is replete with contradictions.
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The EmllOwmprnr MOOd

M cited in the preceding section, the processes of critical reflection and rational discourse
are central to empowerment. and empowerment is essential to sdf-directedness. Critical reflection

and inquiry are effective in fostering the development of power-from-within..
According to Freire (1970), Knowles (1980) and Mezirow (1990) the processes of critical
reflection and rational discourse develop the individual's seif..confidence. They cite that these

processes allow learners to discover and validate in themselves what tbey already know and as
weU these processes generate insight and new knowledge. knowledge can be used to guide future
action.
Schon (1987) explains that "the process of critical reflective inquiry cfones personal

biography constitutes both the content and the consequences of reflective thinking and ... it shapes
and restructures onc's personal knowledge by transforming the individual's understandings oelhe

social. political and economic cultural milieu in which the practice is situated" ( p. J I).
In the first phase of this particular empowcnncnt model. the focus group are involved in
aitical reflection and rational discourse for the purpose of exposing oppressive power which
functions to main. constrain. restrict and controllhe lives of the less powerful.

Oberg (1986) numenttes a sequence of SIers Ihrough which he claims one progresses to

anain a level of empowerment.

In the first step the individual focuses on one' s experiences. goals. perceptions. purposes
and values; secondly the individual altempts to identify and analyze the meanings or the
real.ity which he/she has constructed for Ihese; thirdly the individual aims to identify the
underlying assumptions upon which these: meanings and construclions have been
founded. During the final phase one e,xperiences a transformative process where newly
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constructed goals. values, perceptions are explored and expressed in one's professional
practice (po 34).

Oberg (1986) concluded that yin the course of their reflection. they begin to identify
specific ways in which their practice might become more educative.. more consistent with their
beliefs and values and their idea of the educational good" (p. J I).

CritiCllI RC;flection and Critjcal Theory. A relationship exists between critical reflection and
the theoretical foundation ofthis study, critical theory.
Brookfield (1987) suggest that critical reflection enables one to identify and to resist the
efforts of holders of power who intend to control or constrain the freedom orthe less powerful.
He links critical reflection to critical thinking which he describes as occuring "whenever we
question why we or our partners behave in certain ways within relationships" (p. 4). The second
step ofthe confrontation phase oflhe empowerment model, involves lhe focus group in
developing a resistance to oppressive power. Brookfield Slates that critical reflection engages the
individual in identifying, analysing and evaluating a problem. and these processes function to
develop an awareness of and resistance to accepting what is presenled as rigid, unchallengeable
and inevitable. Similarly Kreisberg (1992) suggests that "critical awareness ensures that the

individual explores facts and interpretations. examine contradictory facts and interpretalions and
uncovering their hidden assumptions and biases. Most imponantly critical awareness means that
rather than submitting 10 the knowledge of others, the knower actively engages with knowledge
while creating new knowledge" (p. 161).
The critical reflective process includes first, an uneasiness to submit to the traditional
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sources of power, followed by an effort to substitute new knowledge and finally an effort to
translate this new knowledge into action (Freire. 1970. 1974). Kincheloe (1991) claims that

critical analysis "negates the cult oflhe expert in that it exposes and undermines the myth that the
dominant culture should determine and direct the learning process of the less powerful ( p. 20) .
He summarizes "Critical analysis is the celebration of human self-direction .. it uncovers those

forces which thwart participation n (p. 21).
Brookfield (1987), Foucault (1980). Freire (1970), and Kreisberg (1992) all agree that
those who dominate. often strive to constrain or suppress reflection as it might identify how the

individual has been constrained, restrained or oppressed. They continue by c1aimimg that the
powerful may fear that rdl.ection may generate. within those who are oppressed. a wish or an

intention to be free ofdomination.
Habermas (1981) states that emancipation is an inherent component of critical reflection.
He reasons that reflection serves not only to expose the dominant holders of power. whose aim is
to prevent the less powerful from reflecting upon themselves. but also serves to assist the
oppressed in reflecting on their own needs, interests. goals as well as reflecting on their own
capabilities., talents., strengths.lfwe accept Starhawlc's definition of power-from-within as a
process of identifYing, infolding and expanding innate powers. then it is clear that critical
reflection, empowerment and emancipation are inextricably interwoven.

Rational Qiscn!'f$C

All struggles for power or empowerment emphasize the importance of sharing ideals.
communicating, discussing, working together. and developing alliances. Starhawk (1987) states
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that the concept of rational discourse is inherent

10

the process ofdevelopment or'power-from-

within'. She claims that rational discourse involves "our bonding with other human beings and

with the environment" (p. 9). Rational discourse provides the opportunity to connect with or to
devdop alliances with others who share similar ideas. interpretations and perspectives. It provides
OPPOl1Unities for pooling of insights and for exploring new ways of looking at things. Rational
discourse also provided opportUnities for generating new questions and developing new
understandings.
In a group and through the process of rational discussion. students experience as
Kreisberg (1992) claims. "the process of sharing opinions and identifying. selecting, and justifYing

analyses and choices, students are chaHenged to speak., to listen and to make decisions. They are

encouraged to achieve the balance betWeen assertion and openness so essential to empowerment. n
(167). Discussions facilitate: participation and aitical reflection. and in so doing. promote selfdiscovery and self-assessment. Discussion groups are touted by Knowles (1980) and Brookfield
(1986) as extremely effective in enhancing adult learning and developing student empowerment.
Newmann and Wehlage (1993) define rational discourse as higher order thinking. They
state that,

Mit requires students to manipulate information and ideas in ways that transform their
meaning and impUcations, such as when students combine facts and ideas in order to
synthesize, generalize., explain. hypothesize or arrive at some conclusions or interpretation.
Manipulating information and ideas through these processes allows students 10 solve
problems and discover new meanings and understandings" (p. 9).

Foucault (cited in Kreisberg, 1992) identifies another function of rational discourse. He
states that "discourse transmits and produces power, it reinforces it, but it also undennines and
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exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart".. he continues., discourse can be" a
hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing stntegy'" (

p.10l).

Kreisberg further elaborates on the relationship between rational discourse and
empowemLenL He descnbes rational discourse as the expression of voice. He states that" voice is
an internal process-tied to feelings of self-confidence and self·worth and to the feelings that one
has something to say. And it is also an external process-eultiwted in a context in which being

listened to by others reinforces the internal belief that one has something worthwhile to say" (p.
116). He further expands the concept of development of voice so that it merges with the concept
of self-direaedness.... "in developing their own voices individuals begin to become authors of
their lives., thus voice and action are intimately linked" (p. 116).
The literature presented in this chapter is used to ground. explore. explain. refute or

support the findings of this research study which will be presented in Chapter IV. Data
Presentation and Analysis.
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CHAPTER III
Theoretical Orientations and Methodological Considerations

Tbmrr;ric;al Orirnratioos

I will apply the theoretical orientations of critical theory and symbolic interactionism to
frame lhis discussion of the relationship between disempowennent or absence of adult distance
learners' power and low levels ofself.oin::cted learning. Harvey's (1990) model is relevant in

this study as his model merges method, theory and epistemology to allow the researcher

[0

conduct research of a particular educational practice.

Critical Them)'

Critical theory will provide a framework for understanding the problem of
disempowennent, that is, where and how the system functions to deny. constrain or suppress

the development of power within the adult disWlCC student. This research is concerned with
the struggle against the reproduction of power and control of those in authority, and the

struggle for the development of the individual's power and control over decisions that affect
his or her learning process.
Critical pedagogy, as a particular form of critical theory, is concerned with the
dominant sources of political, .social, economic, culturaJ and intellectual power. The
educational institution is a holder of these sources of power (Cherryholmes, 1988; Doyle,
1993; Popkewitz, 1984). CriticaJ theorists contend that the action of the dominant holders of
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power is to serve and to legitimize their own interests while ignoring, marginalizing or
dismissing the in(C:rests of the powerless or subordinate. I contend that the educational
institution often denies studetHS lite right to to have their learning needs expressed and
satisfied. Moreover, the imbalance of power suppresses the development of the student's

power and the expression of that power, student voice. Freire (1970), in Pedaeogy oflbC
~

describes this type of power as oppressive power which -denies people their right to

say their word and think their own thoughts- (p. 121). Adult distance learners are not holders
of power, they are not members of lhe dominant. on-ampus student body, nor is distance
education the dominant method of program delivery. Research conducted by Garrison (1992)
revealed that both the areas of adult education and distance education are regarded as the least

powerful and the least prestigious fields in the university and that they lack status, research.
recognition and promotion. In fact, he discovered that some faculty perceive distance
education as holding merely a second rate status_ Gore's (1993) studies reveal that institutions
fear that the voice of the distance student will dilute or contaminate the standard of education
provided by the institution. Consequently, distance students report that they rarely have voice
in decisions concerning their learning process, or when voice is permitted it is not until the end
of the course, at feedback and evaluation time (Evans & Nation, 1989).
Adult distance learners are aware that the institution favors the dominant, on-eampus,
undergraduate student population. The learners are aware that the holders of power resist
attempts to provide the less powerful with opponunities and experiences which develop voice.
Kreisberg (1992) states that -empowerment is a personal transformation out of silence
and submission ... it is characterized by the development of an authentic voice" (p.19). Voice is
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in contrast to silence: to not speak out, not to be listened to,

10 be told. to be subordinated,

ignored and dismissed. In contrast, voice is described in the language of possibility: to
communicate to others what you mean, to speak your mind, to determine your

own goals and

directions and to be heard by others. In refennce to educational practice. empowered learners
dcmonsaare voi.ce in coUaboating with the institution in setting learning objectives, in
determining what is considered relevant content, in making decisions concerning choice of
delivery methods and techniques and in participating in detennining evaluation methods.
Succinctly, empowered students are able to direct their own learning. In this study, the adult

distance leamers, in their distance education experiences, are not empowered as they do not
participate in decision making concerning their own learning processes.
BrooldieJd (1986) emphasizes that the struggle against inequality and for democracy in
the educational setting, is the goal of self-directed learning. Giroux and McLaren (1984) state

lhat critical theories serve Mta empower the powerless and to transfonn existing social
inequities and injustices- (p.l92). If contto! over and responsibility for the learning process is
not shared with the student. then lhis type of interaction will produce a subordinate and
dependent student, not an independent and self-directed adult (Aronowitz &. Giroux, 1993).
The struggle against power of those in authority is central to the assumptions of critical
theory and centta.110 the concepts of student empowerment and adult self-directed learning
(Kincheloe, 1991). This present study hopes to promote the strUggle for student empowennent.
Student empowennent must be developed prior to and in preparation for self-oirected learning.
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Symboljc IDlc1j!ctionism

The lhc:ory of symbolic interaetionism is also used to inform this study. Blumer (cited

in Munch, 1994) descnbes symbolic interaetionisn as a theory of meaning: -the meaning of an
object is not inherent or ctlaraaeristic:: to that object, rather it is dClermined by the actor and by
others' recognition and acknowledgement of the actors' meaning attribution, which contributes
to the continuation of the meaning ascribed to that object" (p. 289). Symbols are defined a

things which indicate or convey meanings. The theory poses these assumptions:
Assumption 1: Symbols that distance education institutions hold for distance stUdents,
and the symbols that distance students hold of themselves, do not enhance the adult distance
learners' self-concepts nor heighten social identity. Similarly, the symbols that the institution
holds for distance education. do not enhance the status or standard of the practice of distance
education. Assumption 2: Actions of the institution symbolize the meanings they hold of
diStance education and the distance education student. Munch (1994) explains that

~Meanings

are formed, interpreted and modified by people through activities and social interactions n (p.
69). Let me discuss these assumptions beginning with the first, the relationship between
symbols and self and social identities and the adult distance learner.

Assumption 1: Symbols ofrhc Ad"lt Dismore r carncr and Symbols gfthC Praerj..c of

Distance Education
Empowennent is intimately linked to self·identity. Feelings of self-worth, selfconfidence and sense of efficiency are correlated with feelings of possessing power.
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In application to this study. the theory of symbolic interactionism would propose that:

adult distance learners' low self concepts and social identities are crucial factors which
contribute to lack: of adult distance learner empowerment and subsequently low levels of selfdirected learning.

Yet some of the literature concerning adult distance [earners attributes very positive
symbols to the identities of these learners. The assumptions of andragogy and humanism state
that individuals seek personal growth and wish to assume responsibility for their learning and

development. Similarly, Knowles' Theory of Adult Learning (cilt.d in Mugridge and Kaufman.
1986) states that "adult learners. when opportunities arise for relevant learning, can and do
demonstrate very high levels of autonomy and independence" (p. 1M). According to these
philosophies, the identity of many adult learners is not only very positive. but also satisfaction
of the adult distance learners' needs for personal growth, self-actualization, self-esteem and
empowerment is criticaUy important to them and critically essential to tthe success of their
learning process.
On the other hand, research of the

lit~rnture

reveals also that adult distance learnen

hold very negative self-identities. The lilerature cites that prior identities and experiences in the
lives of distance learners have contributed to
self-identities distance students hold as

th~

leam~rs.

formation of the current symbols and low
In some studies distance srudents reveal that

missed educational opportunities. or overwhelming family responsibilities and high levels of
anxiety

w~re

responsible for low academic achievement. Dropping back in to university is

often a response to repair the injustices or the inequities of opportunity endured in previous
academic experiences. Learners fed that. through the mode of adult distance education. they
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will have the opportunity to generate more positive symbols 10 attribute to their self-identities
(Evans & Nation, 1989).

I believe that the symbols the adult distance learner holds of himself or herself reflect
one who is not a knowledge expert and not a person of equal status in interactions with the
professors. As we1.I I believe that the institution perceives the adult distance student as a nonmember of the dominant on-eampus undergraduate student population. Based on these
assumptions, it is not surprising that low self and social identities are attributions of adult
distance leamen. Therefore it may be expected that lack of student power and low levels of

self-directed leaming would be salient to the adult distance education process.

Symbols Of the Pacrict of Distance F1;hrcatjpo

This section will be concerned with symbols of the practice of distance education.
Many institutions have not constructed very positive meanings for the practice of distance
education.The tenn distance education or off-eampus education connotes remoteness,
marginality and isolation. According to Fitzclarence and Kemm (cited in Penz and Neil.
1981). the distance mode of delivery separates learners from not only the academic institution
including its libraries and student programs and service organizations. but distance education
isolates learners from professors and other students who can support and enhance the learners'
learning process. Despite the use of modern computer technology. this study argues that the
distance mode of delivery continues to restrict social interaction between student and those
who have the potential to contribute to his or her learning.
Smith's studies (cited in Gore, 1993) prove to be very damning; he reports that -to
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some, who espouse traditional approaches. the tenn distance education is a contradiction in
terms· (po 70). As the symbols held for the practice of distance education suggest an inferior
or second rate standard of education in comparison to the on~pus traditional mode of

educational delivery.

Assumption 2' Social Interactions Expmss Symbols and Identities
Let us now discuss how the actions of the distance institutions symbolize the meanings
that they hold of distance education and of the distance education learner.
Social interactions reveal that the symbols held for the practice of distance education

are low and negative. Many academic institutions treat their distance education programs as
marginal to their mandates. For example. it is not uncommon for distance education programs
to be offered through a limited selection of sholt programs in continuing education and

extension services of institutions and in graduate studies programs. Pederson and Fleming
(cited in Gore, 1993) emphasize that most often -the study of distance education is perceiVed
by faculty as an area of endeavour which is second rate"(p. 69).
However opposing points of view are expressed by Silver (1990). He argues that
distance techniques and technologies are usually used at all levels from adult basic education to
post graduate study by a variety of institution types and reputatioos and that the meaning
attribution of low status or marginal status is unfounded (cited in Gore, 1993).
However. despite the claims that modem distance technology makes, [ feel that the
pr.1Ctice of adult distance education does not facilitate development of student empowerment,
and consequently, does not promote adult self-directed education. [argue that the symbols and
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meanings that institutions have constructed for the delivery mode of distance education. as weU
as the individual and social identities that have been constructed for distance education students

have created an imbalance of power. In social interactions between the professor and the adult
distance leamer, power and esteem are tipped in favor of the professor and the institution and
away from the studenL As a result, the symbols ascribed to the adult distance learners have
prescribed interactions that have disadvantaged the learners. For example. social interactions
have prescribed a teaeher-directed not a student -directed learning process. It is the professor
who assesses the student's educational needs and it is the professor who prescribes and
dispenses what is appropriate infonnadon.Taifel (cited in Munch, 1994) warns that an
individual win not remain a member of a group, and will seek membership in another group.
if affiliation or membership does not contribute to his/her positive self identity and self-

esteem. He warns that distance education students will simply leave educational situations that
do not treat them as valued, independent adults wish 10 be treated.

In this research study. critical theory and the theory of symbolic interactionism wiU be
used to help examine my contention thai developing the student's 'power-from-within' or in
other words unfolding and expanding positive self and social identities would define student
empowerment. An empowered student would be able to direct his/her own learning process.
The development of the student's power·from-within, which would be expressed in studentdirected learning. is critical to adult distance education and central to this research.
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Methodological Considerations

Building on the previous theoretical orientations, a qualitative ethnographic research
design was chosen to conduct this study of adult learner empowerment and the practice of selfdirected learning and the distance mode of delivery. LeCompte and Preissle (1993) recommend
that qualitative research methods be used in research studies which are concerned with such
complex issues as learning or educational initiatives in post secondary environments. Similarly
Keiffer (1981) contends that as "empowerment is an interactive and highly subjective relationship
of individuals and their environment.,.._it demands innovation in qualitative ethnographic
methodology.. a special strategy to capture the intense experience of human struggle and
transformation" (p. is). Following these recommendations, I have identified qualitative research
methodology as appropriate to this study of adult learner empowerment and seif-directed learning.

The Research Design

The research design of this study includes the following qualitative data collection
techniques: (1.) participant observation. (2.) preliminary questionnaire. (3.) research of related
literature, (4.) focus group learning and project. (5.) document analysis. Mathison (cited in
Garrison, 1988) contends that "Good research practice obligates the researcher to triangulate.,
that is to use multiple methods. data sources and researchers to enhance the validity ofthe
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research findings" (p. 13). Dunaway and Baum (1984), Hay (1986) and Thompson (1988) (cited

in Marshall and Rossman, 1989) advise that using merely interview techniques may present
problems of reliability and validity. LeCompte &. Preissle (199]) inform us thai the use of multiple

data collection strategies ensures reliability and validity of research results as the weakness of onc
method is compensated for by the other techniques. 1 wiU now describe each data collection
technique used in this study.

Pluidp,"' Ob:;eryatjgn

During the 1997 Winter semester at Memorial University. while taking a course through
the distance delivery mode. I assumed the role ofparticipant-obscrver. I involved the graduate

students and professors in the Faculty of Education at this university in this research study. As I
am a graduate student in the Faculty of Education. POSt secondary Leadership Speciality, I had
easy access to the research site and to the research sample. Opportunities for frequent contact

with professors who taught graduate.level courses through distance education, and contact with
graduate stUdents who stUdied through distance education, were not problematic. During that
time I recorded observations and communications between myself and the professors and between
myself and other stUdents in the course.

The data collection technique of participant observation contributed to infonning me of
the theoretical foundations of the study and as well as contributed to identifying other data
collection techniques. as focus group learning and project and document analysis, as appropriate
to this research.

]9

The CQDfinnatioo Questionnaire
To assure comparability, reliability and validity, an atypical sample of distance education

students was selected from the sampling univ~ of all graduate candidates taking courses
towards the degree of master of education. Post Secondary and Leadership specialities. This
atypical sample of students was identified as they are familiar with the body of literature
surrounding the issues which are critical to this study: andragogy. self-direeted learning and

distance education. Potential for success would be highest with this sample. Kaswonn (1983)
supports my choice of research sample. Her studies revealed that potential for self-directed
learning is greatest among adult learners studying in post secondary educational institutions.
T('l identify the research sample, I mel with the co-ordinator of the master of education
post secondary speciality to request permission to use her class list to contact the students in this
program. I contacted the students through electronic mail. The communication contained a letter
which inuoduced me as a master ofeducation candidate. described the nature and purpose of my
study. contained an outline of the focus group activities. defined the role participants would play
in the research and requested the student's panicipation. Appendix A contains this
correspondence.

In addition, the electronic mail message contained a confinnation questionnaire. This shon
questionnaire was adapted from the Confidence Scale developed by Harry Stanton and described
in IUs article entitled "Independent Study: A Matter of Confidence" in David Boud's (1981) book
Developjng Student Autongmy in ( "ming, Those who wished to be participants in the research,
indicated their intent by completing the questionnaire and returning it. along with the letter of
infonned consent, via electronic mail or by delivCf)' to my office in the university. The
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questionnaire asked the students to rate their level of interest in srudent-dil"ected learning; to rate
their level of interest in learning through the distance education mode of delivery; and to rate the

level of self-confidence that they hold in their abilities as students on a sca!e of 1(low) to lO
(high). Appendix B contains the confirmation questionnaire.
Those questionnaires which when analysed, identified individuals who (a.) indicated a high
level of interest in self-dirceted learning and (b.) indicated a low level of satisfaction in the

distance education process, were identified as the research sample: the focus group. This group
panicipated in the focus group learning and project component of the data collection process.
Each member of the focus group had obtained a baccalaureate degrees: three graduated in
the faculty of arts., one in the faculty of nursing and onc in the faculty of social work. Two held
degrees in both in the ans and in the education faculties and these individuals had also taught

courses at the post-secondary level through distance mode of delivery. Two members were full
time students and three were part-time students.

The Empowering Mode" FOg!s Group Learning and Project

[ designed the model to facilitate empowerment of the student, that is. to facilitate
development and expansion ofwhat Starhawk terms power-from-within. 1 hoped that from this
process would emerge an empowered student; a student who would be able to design and direct
hislher own learning process.
The design of this model is based on Kieffer's 1981 design model. dialogic retrospection.

This model involved him in requesting ten civic activists to review transcripts. then interviewing
them concerning their experiences in developing. what he termed. "participatory competence", a

4\
concept similar to collaborative learning. The model used in this present study will aJso require the
focus group to review transcripts, then to reflect on academic experiences and finally

10

come to

group interviews prepared to discuss their opinions concerning the concept of empowerment. the

delivery mode ofdistance education and the practice of sdf-directed learning.

Essential Compommts oftbc Empowcnnent Model.

This model involved the focus group in

thr~

main activities: learning. critical reflection

and rational discourse. Alexander and Judy (1988) and Mugridge and Kaufman (1986) state that
learners, who undergo the empowerment process, need competence in certain activities. skills or
mecharUsm which would serve as tools in this process. Candy (1991) agrees when he states that
"learner autonomy must be developed through deliberate exposure to cenain educationaJ and

social experiences" (p. 299).
This model intends to provide the tools afknowledge through textuaJ readings., as well as
opportunities to learn and to exercise the skiUs of critical reflection and rationaJ discourse.
Each one ofthese components will now be described.
~

I provided the focus group with readings on the theory and

application of critical reflection and rational discourse. Knowledge of and expertise in these ski.lls
would contnbute to the leamer's ability to panicipate in discussions with other students and with
the institution. in sharing ideas, exploring issues. confronting and solving problems and making
decisions concerning the learning process. In sum, acquisition of knowledge would support the
learners' struggle for control and direction over their own learning.
In addition. [ developed papers on critical theory and symbolic interactionism, the theories
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which frame this study. In generating the paper concerning critical theory, [ drew primarily on the

works of Gibson. Giroux and McLaren, Kanpol. Kincheloe and Popkewiu. In generating the
paper on symbolic interactionism, I drew primarily on the works of Blumer. Denzin and

IUbennas.
I provided the focus group with readings concerning adult education, empowennent. selfdirected learning. as weU as case studies of self-directed learning initiatives. The roUawing is a list

of some of these articles: A Critical Definition of Adult Education by S. Brookfield; Critical
Thinking and Self-Directed Learning in Adult Education: An Analysis ofResponsibiJity and

Control Issues by D. R. Ganison; Self-Directed Leaming,by R. Caffarella; Meaningful and
Meaningless Experience: Towards and Analysis of Leaming From life by P. Iarvis; Unrestraining

Liberty: Adult Education and the Empowerment ofPersoos by S. Slana-ge.
I also provided the following articles from Develpping Student Aytonomy by D. Baud:

Student Planned Leaming by J. Stephenson; Toward Student Responsibility for Learning by D.
Baud; lndependent Study: A Matter of Confidence by H. Stanton; Student Autonomy in
Learning Medicine: Some Participants' Experiences by B. Ferrier, M. Narrin. and J.
Seidman.Case studies from Tough's book The Ady!!s' I earning projects· A Fresh Approach In
Theory Ind P@ctjcc; in Adult I earning were provided as well.
I am aware that my biases are evident in determining that these topics are central to
ernpowennent and collaborative learning; however, Patton (1990) informs us that "in qualitative
studies, the researcher's insighu, ideas and impressions can become part ofthe data of the study
and infonn the process of data collection" ( p. 242).
Critjcal RefJmigD and Rarjonal Djscoyrse;. These processes were selected as essential
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componentsofthc empowerment model. Kreisberg (1992) would suppon my choice. He
contends that the empowerment process must "provide 0ppollunities for dialogue and rational
discourse, problem solving and decision making, where learners feel supported to demofl$f:l1l1c
these competencies and gain mastery and control over their own lives" (p.1 n).
Critical theory, a theoretical foundation of this study, also supports the use of critical
reOection and rational discourse. Cherryholmes (1988), Doyle (1993), Freire (l974), Kincheloe
(1991). and Popkewitz (1987) all concur that critical theory and critical reflection have the
potential 10 link reason to freedom and equality and to link oppression to that which is illogical .
To promote the process of critical refleetion and rational discourse. a list of twenty
guiding questions was generated and provided with each set of readings. Appendix B contains a
list of these questions.
The focus group was requested to read the transcripts and to use the questions to guide
reflection on the issues presented in the transcripts and to guide reflection of their own personal
experiences related to the issues. LeCompte and Preissle (1993) claim the benefit of reflection on
life histories. as a research technique. They claim that data revealed through self-reflection can be
used to inform researchers how individuals construct self-identities. Since the constructs of
empowerment and self-identities are interwoven., the process of critical self-reflection was selected
as a component of the focus group leaming and project data collection tectmique.
Following the activities of reading of the textual materials and critical reflection, the focus
group was requested to come to the discussion sessions prepared to share their responses to the
questions and to engage in rational discourse.
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Imp'm!<;matjoo pith, Model

The focus group learning and project was carried out in the spring of 1997. There were

alternating weeks ofreOection- and-reading and rational discourse over a six week period. During
one week the focus group would be asked to study the transcripts., to reflect on their experiences

in relation to the readings and to generate responses to the guiding questions. The following
week, the focus group would meet for a 2 hour discussion session to share in rational discourse.
their reflections and their responses. The cycle of one week of individual study- and-reflection
followed by one week of group discussion. was repeated over a six week period. The focus group
sessions were held in a seminar room at Memorial University. All sessions were audio-taped, all
data was transa'1Oed verbatim. and stored on a computer disc. The data was entered into
Ethnograph, a data storage and retrieval computer research software package and then analysed.
The empowerment model consisted of three phases: (I.) The Confrontation Phase. (2.)
The Healing Phase, (3.) The Demonstrating Phase. Each of these phases will be discussed briefly.

A more comprehensive discussion will be presented in Chapter IV: Data Presentation and
Analysis.

Sgsigo I . Tbl: CgoftgntaljQO phasl:'

One week prior to the first focus group discussion session. the members were given
transcripts on the theories and practice of critical theory and symbolic interactionism as well as
transcripts on the theory and practice of critical reflection and rational discourse. A list of guiding
questions was also provided.
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The focus group was asked to read. reflect on, and problematize the issues presented in
the tnnscripts. They were required to come to the sessions prepared to share, in discussions. their
responses to questions. At the sessions, in non-scheduled standardized interviews, the focus group

was involved in discussions ofcritical theory, oppressive power and disempowerment and
disempowering and empowering social interactions.
It was intended that through the activities of learning, critical reflection and rational

discourse, that the knowledge acquired of the critical theory and its practice. would develop an
awareness afthe presence and the effect of oppressive power. In this phase it was hoped that the
focus group would experience feelings of resistance to oppressive power. as it is this type of
power which suppresses the development ofthc student's ·power-from-within'.

Sessipn 2- Th<; tka1jog pha'j!"

One week prior to the second session. the focus group was given transcripts on readings
concerning theories, concepu and perspectives related to empowermem. adult learning and
development as well as case studies of self- directed learning initiatives carried out at postsecondary institution. The focus group members were asked to read these transcripts and use the
techniques of critical reflection to analyse the readings. The group would use the guiding
questions to identity and explore personal competencies., strengths and areas of knowledge and
expertise. Identification., unfolding and expansion of the student's power-from-within would
hopefully enhance self-esteem. Psychotherapists infonn us that iran individual's perceptions can

be modified then it is highly likely that hislher behaviour will be altered accordingly (Bandura.
1917). A student who had developed power-from-within would hopefully express that ableness
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through the practice of self--directed learning. Again the focus group came to the sessions
prepared to share their reflections and to participate in discussions.

Sgsj2" J. OmJonstraring Empowerment

The purpose orthe final session was to enable the students who had now developed the
powers that reside within, to display that competency. Mishler (cited in Evans and Nation, (989)

contends that ....o be empowered is not only to speak one's voice and to have one's say but to
apply that 'undemanding' anived at to action" (p. 201). During this session. the focus group was
asked to demonstrate that they had developed power-from-within by designing their own learning
contracts. The focus group was provided with Conn contracts adapted from learning contracts

designed by Tough (1970) and Stephenson (1981). Appendix C contains a sample setf-directed
learning contract.

ogcllmc:nt AnalYSis
The learning contracts which were genenlted during the final phase orthe focus group and
learning project. The learning contracts were analysed to identify whether the focus group
demonstrated, by completing the contracts appropriately. that they could improve their ability
to direct their own learning. [[the focus group had developed ·power-from-within' then they
would be able to determine their own learning needs; to set their own learning objectives, to
determine course content: to identify learning resources and delivery methods and to select
evaluation techniques (Stephenson. 1981; Tough. 1971). The ability to generate a self-direaed
learning contract would be considered evidence of development of the leamer's power-from-
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within and an affirmation of the research modd's potential. in these specific areas, to facilitate the
empowerment process.

For this research, the data collection techniques of review of the literature. participant
observation., focus group learning and project and document analysis. comprehensively addressed
my research needs. Although each technique was effective. the technique of focus group learning

and project provided the most insightful findings. All focus group members enthusiastically
embraced the opponuniry provided to share their personal retlections and perceptions. I anribute
this enthusiasm partially to the fact that all the participants knew each other at the beginning of
the sessions, and latcr in the process. became mends. This factor contributed to the development
of trust and openess that was necessary for sharing personal reflections and perceptions which in
tum yielded a wealth of data concerning their experiences of their learning processes.
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CHAPTER IV
Data Presentation and Analysis

The data coUection techniques selected for this research study included (i.) participant
observation, (2.) research of the literature and (3.) focus group learning and project.

Reg:arcb of the [ jtcraDlfC

Preliminary collection of data for this study was begun in the winter of 1996 at
Memorial University of Newfoundland. For this study, research of the literature was
conducted concerning the concepts of empowennent. self.·directed learning, adult
learning and development, as well as a study of qualitative research methodology.

Participant Observation Data

Presentation

[n the winter semester of 1997. I took a graduate level course at Memorial
University through the distance education mode of delivery and thus began the data
collection technique of participant observation. This data collection technique revealed
these following broad parameters of the study: (1.) the major issues central to the srudy

of adult education, distance education and empowerment. and (2.) the theoretical
foundations. critical theory and symbolic imeractionism.
Through the technique of participant observation. I recognized that critical
theory would provide the Foundation For the research. In addition I recognized the
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presence of oppressive power in the distance education system. I identified that
oppressive power is often causal to high levels of students' dissatisfaction with the
distance mode of delivery, low levels of student power and low levels of self-directed
learning. Statistics reveal that these conditions are not at all uncommon to most
graduate and distance programs in many postsecondary educational institutions.
Through the technique of participant observation. I identified that lhe theory of
symbolic interactionism would also provide a framework: for discussion of symbols,
meaning and i.nteractions associated with the practice of adult distance education. The
use of the theory of symbolic interactionism would support my hypothesis that symbols
of low social identities. which are often ascribed to me adult distance student
population, are responsible in part. for teacher-di.rected rather than student-directed
social interactions between the adult distance learner and the institution.

focus Group I.earnjne and Project"

Para

Prcscn1ation and Analysis

In the spring of 1997, I implemented the focus group learning and project
component of the data collection process. The focus group learning and project data
collection technique provided the research with interesting findings. I implemented an
intervention model. designed to facilitate the process of student empowerment. to a
focus group of five graduate distance education students. I selected the processes of
critical reflection and rational discourse. which I considered essential components to

so
empowerment., to constitute part of the model. As well. the focus group would be
engaged in reading and analyzing textual material, in reflecting on their academic
experiences, and in sharing these perspectives participating in discussion sessions.

Textual materials. described in Chapter Ill: Theoretical Orientations and
Methodological Considerations, included articles concerning the processes and practices
of critical reflection and rational discourse and readings on critical theory and the
theory of symbolic intcractionism. In addition, position papers concerning the theories
and practices of andcagogy and empowerment and case studies concerning self--directed
learning initiatives carried. out at oUter post secondary institutions were also provided.

Implementation of the EmpowcnnC01 Model

Implementation of the

empowering model included thcee phases: (1.) The Confrontation Phase, (2.) The
Healing Phase and (3.) The Demonstrating Phase. The following diagram can be used
to guide the reader through the phases of the empowennent model; a description of
each of the phases will foUow.
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GUIDING MODEL FOR DEVELOPING POWER-FROM-WIIl!lN

PHASE 2

PHASE!

PHASEJ

Coa1iolltltioft Phase

Stept:

Step 1:

Developing Awaren=ss
of Freedom

Step I:

Understanding Reasons
for Disempowennent

Expressing Development
oCPower-From-Within

to Criticize

Slep 2;

Resistance to
Oppresive Power

Step 2:
ldmrifYing, Uafuldmg
and Expaodiog

Step 2:
Genenring
Sdf-DUcctcd Learning

Power-From·Within

Pan

! Of the

EmpowmnMlt Pmrn"

Qc:yr:!onins AwarPTIC" of and Frm10m

1Jx: Cgnfmnrarig"

Contracts

phaz

to Cririozr QpprJ;\Sh,c: Ppwr:r

The _tllion pIJase c:onsWal of two SlepS. During the fint stql. the f..... _

developed an awareness of the presence of oppressive power along with a SCDJC of fu:edom to

criticize Utat power. During the second step the focus group developed a res:istaDcc lO
oppressive power, lhat is. resistance to power which suppresses development of the power that
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resides within the student. These steps will now be described.

Step I- Awarr:nC;SS Of and Err:t:dgrn To Criticjze Oppressive Power.

During this first step of the empowennent process, the focus group was given reading
on the theories and practices of critical theory and symbolic interactionism. They were given
guiding questions based on the readings and were requested to come to the discussion sessions

prepared to share their reflections and their responses to the questions.
l1Ie following questions, which [ identified as central [0 the discussion of critical theory

and to its impact on empowerment of the adult distance learner and to the practice of selfdirected learning, were posed during this first step of the confrontation phase. The focus group
demonstrated that they were aware of, and prepared to expose, those who held the greatest

share of power in the education system. In the process of rational discourse they provided
these responses to the question:

Question: Who holds power and who exerts control over the education process, that is

whose needs and interests are served'?

~ institution detennines entr:ilnce requirements, sets academic standards, sets goals
and objectives for the course, struCtures the course, determine.s teaChing and learning
methodologics~.

"'The student may be included in the decision making conceming very, very minor
decisions. For example, if the professor wishes, he or she may suggest topics for research
papers, then the student has power to make decisions but only from among these options~.
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The group indicated that. other student factions. such as undergraduate students and on·
campus students. did hold some power. This factor was revealed in this student's reflection of

her on-eampus experiences:
"From my experience as an on-earnpus student, I felt that I had the right to have input.
to change or revise the course. It was common for assignments to be modified or for even
examinations to be cancelled all together because of face-to-face, in..class student-professor
negotiation. In fact new course goals and objectives were sometimes set by students in the

classroom".
Through the processes of critical reflection and ratiooal discourse the focus group
pooled their knowledge concerning their reflections and academic experiences. As a result,

mey generated the conclusion that adult distance students hold very little power over decisions
concerning their own learning processes. They, as a group. affirmed that it is the educational
institution which makes most major decisions concerning the learning process. It is therefore
the institution which holds most power over the adult distance leamer's learning process and in

comparison, the adult distance learner holds very little power.
The awareness of this imbalance of power, generated through critical reflection and
rational discourse, agrees with the literature. Studies by Candy ((991), Fullan ((993),
Garrison (1989), and Pentz and Neil (1981) establish the fact that adult distance students are
not members of the dominant, undergraduate student body, nor is disWice education is the

dominant method of program delivery. Because of these factors, it is indicated that adult
distance students may be one of the most disempowered groups in the university.
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Analysjs orlb£:

Empowerment

Process

The Confrontation phase Step I- Errq1grn to Critjcize Oppressive Power

This step was characterized by a sense of what I describe as 'permission to criticize'
traditional sources or holders of power. The reading, reflections and discussions turned the
attention aCthe focus group toward those who hold power. The focus group realized that the

university holds a great deal of power yet has nOt shared power with those who have very little
power. In fact, the group identified that the powerful have succeeded in suppressing or

restricting the development of the students' powers. Friere (1974) in his description of
conscientizacao. which I have presented in the literature review, describes this step as one in
which the oppressed are awakened to the fact they have been disemIXJwered. Kieffer (1981),

Kreisgberg (1992), and Rappaport (l981) all concur that developing a critical awareness of

structures that serve to disempower is the first step leading to empowerment of those who are
oppressed.
The empowerment model at this stage was effective. I perceived that the reading of
textual materials provided the focus group with the knowledge they needed to be able to
identify the presence and practice of oppressive power. Similarly the processes of critical
reflection and rational discourse provided the focus group with the tools and the opportunity to
explore, question, analyse and evaluate oppressive power. Schon (1987) would support my
perspective, he is emphatic in his claim that critical reflection

~shapes

and restructures personal

knowledge... develops understanding of the social. p:llitica1 and economic milieu·

(p.31).

ss
Step 2- Rcsistmcc

to

Oppressjye power.

In this second step of the confrontation phase the group developed a resistance to
traditional ways of doing things, or rules of the game established by those who hold power.
Kincheloe (1991) proposes that critical reflection and analysis "negates the cult of the expert in
that it exposes and undennines the myth that the dominant culture should detennine and direct

the learning process of the less powerful" (po 20).
These quotes. provided by the focus group. in response to the following questions. are

characterized by an uneasiness or a tension and subsequently, by a resistance to the holders of

oppressive power.

Question: What are the needs and interests of the distance education student; have these needs
and interests been served ']

"I feel, and learning theorists state this too, that discussions are extremely important at
the graduate level ...discussions set lhe checks and balances for your own opinions compared
with the opinions of others in lhe class; unfortunately discussions are most often absent from
graduate diSWlce education .. "

"I agree, 1 feel that communication, mentoring, student-ta-student interaction: all these
describe quality education. However the university fails to provide these things, even though
the technology is in place.... social interaction is minimal through the distance mode".

A recurring theme is evident here: despite the modem technology that is used in
distance education delivery, distance learners continue to argue that their needs for interaction,
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discussion and input in the educational process is severely limited. Another focus group
member added her voice to the complaint.

"I agree with you ... I know what I need ..•1 need social interaction ... discussions.. just
talking with people. I just don't get the maximum benefit or reach my potential without
contact. I don't like not having contact. I am a learner who needs 00 be face..to face. hands
on, visual. concrete".

TIle element of resistance to oppressive power, as power. which is not sacred and
infallible, but power which denies individuals their tights, is again evident in this response.

"I have a right to have input in lhe more important decisions concerning my life,
including my own learning process__ .. I have the right and also the responsibility to
participate. Students should participate to ensure that there is a correlation between learning
needs and the course content; or to ensure that the teaching-learning methodology suggested
for the course were ones that which best promoted learning"_

A feeling of resistance to oppressive power was also generated concerning the issue of
professiooaJ identity. Members reported that it was very disconcerting to discover that their
previous academic experiences and professional workplace experiences were ignored and
devalued. They described themselves as mid-eareer professionals who had much to contribute.
For example, one focus group member described an academic experience where her
professional expertise was acknowledged by the professor and subsequently conuibuted to the
learning process of the other adult learners as well as the professor himself. She staled that, for
her. it was a very positive and empowering experience. She said:

57
"Professors often don't realize bow much we have to offer..professors can learn from
adult learners as well. For example, onc course [ did, I told the class that my biggest
professional challenge was teaching in a multigrade classroom where there was only a one
child in the kindergarten class. The professor was very comfortable with the fact that he had
never shared this experience. My perspectives on many topics covered in that. course,
enlightened him and the other students too .. .it also prepared him for papers and assignments
which I would submit.The professor did not feel that he had to be the expert all the time .. this
professor had confidence in me; he realized that at times students are experts too... when this
is acknowledged and permitted, it develops the student's power"_

From analysis of this data, there is little doubt that, for the focus group, social
interaction between student and professor and among students was critical to graduate study.
Learning theories propose that .social interaction and in the form of critical thinking and
discussion is necessary to effective learning. Giroux (1988), Kincheloe (1991), Mugridge &
Kaufman (1986), and Schon (1987) conclude that through critical inquiry and discussion,
learners have an opportunity to share ideas, knowledge and opinions and to expand their
understanding of issues. Similarly, studies by Friere (1974), Brookfield (1986), Knowles
(1980) and Kreisberg (1992), in support of the focus group's comention, concur that small
group discussions enhance learning as they facilitate self·assessment and self-discovery.
However in comparison. the group expressed concerns that although social interaction,
reflection and discussion were an integral part of on-campus study, unfonunately, these were
absent from graduate distance study. Shale (1990) suppons these arguments; he warns that all
components which are essential to learning should be components of distance education.
According to the findings of this research, the distance education institution fails in its
responsibility to support the students' leaming processes. The participants in this focus group
would certainly

ag~.
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In addition, although professional wod;; experience is rarely valued by professon. the
focus group argued that it informs and contributes to their learning process aDd. it should be
acknowledged as doing such. Tbe literature 00 expericntiallearning presented by Kolb (1984)
supports the data. Kolb's studies reveal that knowledge is ereated from prior life aDd work

experiences aDd that for the adult learner. experience is an important source of generating
knowledge..

Step 2" Brsiwn tg Oppressiye

Powt:T

The focus group n:flc:cted with the purpose of dctennining whetber tbc:ir learning needs

bad been weU served by the institution, which was the principal holder of power. Mezirow
(1990) maintains that "Centta.l to adult learning, rather than eJaborating established meaning
schemes. is the process of reflecting back on prior learning to determine whether what we have

learned is justified under prescot c:in:wnstaDcc:s. This is a crucia1lcamiog process egregiously
ignored by IcanDng thcoris1s" (p. 4).
The

focus group, through the processes of critical rct1ccti.oo aDd li1tioaa1 discourse.

detennioed that their learning needs had not been satisfied; also they were uneasy with the fact
that the nc:cds of the power holders were almost continually met. Added to this. they felt
insulted that the institution did not share tbc:ir worries concer:uing the quality of education
which the distance mode of ddivery provided.
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Resistance to oppressive power was again evident as the group questioned the right and

the responsibility of the institution to make decisions concerning their learning, for them.
Rappaport's (1981) defines empowerment as a movement toward identifying one's own needs
and deficiencies and as a movement toward demanding one's righlS and responsibilities. The
necessity to resolve the problem related to oppressive power and to dissipate the tension, which
characterized this stage, was a right and a responsibility that they felt they should assume.
When a resolution i.s called for as in this situation, Mezirow (1990) advises that

~in

order to determine which interpretation is valid and justifiable we can do one of two things: we

can test the interpretation against an official standard or authority on the issue or we can
through the process of rational discourse decide by consensus· (p. 10). He continues, ·our
greatest assurance of objectivity comes from exposing an expressed idea to rational and
reflective discourse" (p. 10). Habermas (1984) agrees with Mezirow, he opines that

~rational

discourse involves an analysis and evaluation of the perspectives of bOlh conflicting groups.
Through this reflection, analysis and evaluation, a decision is arrived at as to which perception
is appropriate and which perspective is unacceptable and illogical" (p. 276).
In application to this present study, it was evident that the problematic situation, would
require the focus group to engage in analysis and discussion in hope of arriving at a resolution.
The focus group deliberated and concluded that the adult distance learners' learning process
has been constrained. The distance education process did not support the adult distance
learners' learning processes as it did not provide the ingredients essential to a quality
education. They felt that their resistance to authority and their accusations were indeed
justified and that the interpretation held by the institution was not a valid one.
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In addition. at this stage. individuals realized that personal concerns and perceptions
were shared, tested and supported by the other members of the focus group. Feelings. such as

these which engender confidence, self-esteem and worth are claimed to be correlated with

empowerment.I thus concluded that the processes of critical reflection and rational discourse
served to nurture development of the focus group's

A

powers~from-wilhin.

DismY£:(Y' The Pq;w:nce: pf Power

which Pgisons The Boor

Funher analysis of the data revealed the following information.The focus group,
through the tools of reflection and discussion. discovered new knOWledge. They uncovered a
new strain of oppressive power. Kreisberg (1992) would support the effectiveness of these
processes to create new knowledge. He claims that· As the individual is involved in exploring
facts and interpretations, examining contradictory perspectives, questioning

assumptions~ ...•

the process may involve•.. "generating new knowledge, knOWledge of a unique strain of
oppressive

power- (p.

167). A new strain of power, which 1 labelled power which poisons the

root was discovered. Power which poisons the root creates conditions where it is not possible
for the individual's power-from-within to exist. I identified this new strain of power in these
responses given by the focus group at various times throughout the discussion sessions.
One focus group member revealed that the students' attention is often distracted or rerouted from their own learning proceses.
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-rbe institution can detennine what matters, what is important or what is trivial. If a
professor reveals a bias, the students who naturally want to get good grades, rechannel their
attention and energies away from their own educational needs or their own particular aptitudes
or academic abilities and re-route that energy to comply or to serve the professors' bias or area
of interest. The student's learning potential is often left untapped, hidden, undiscovered.."

Another focus group member reported that power is sometimes so oppressive that

students are too intimidated to express their abilities and competencies:

• Sometimes exercising power can serve to harm the student; once a student is burned
he/she is cautious about exercising power a second time. For example students may exercise
autonomy by selecting special topics for assignments based on personal and professional
experiences in that specific area. In these cases it is often very difficult for the professor, who
does not share interest, knowledge or expertise in that area, to know how to evaluate the
student fairly. Unfortunately it is not until the student receives the final grade at the end of the
course, that he/she realizes that evaluation has not been fair. The student is therefore penalized
for exercising autonomy. You can get burned -.

Another respondent complained that practical mechanisms, which might provide for
development of student power, are absent.
~Because the adult distance learner is 'distant', interaction between the professor and
the learner is limited. Opportunities for students to ask their own questions, and thereby

acquire the information that they need for learning, are restricted by lack of contact among
students and between students and professors. The university does not give the professors time,
nor set up mechanisms, which would allow the professors to get input from the adult distance
students concerning how to make graduate education more effective and successful-.

One student revealed, and several others agreed, that criteria of success in a course or
program is, at times, withheld.
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-1D one counc the aiteria of sucx:ess was very CXJVCrt and. ambipoas; wbal was
required i.o order to do well in the course, was a secRt. For e:umplc. the asSpmeot
requirements. the themes of the lectures. and the requirement! for succcssfu1 performance
were w:ry elusive. I remember that up to one wcei: before the end of the CO\Ir1IC the profeaors
bad act evaluated and returned CVCD one assignment! We were not. sure wbdba' we were 011
the right track or' whctber we had missed the point of the aJUnC cotirely. The result was tba1
we all felt SO tentative, cautious aDd unsure of oundves. The lcamin& procca was .so
dixmpowering" .

It is in these responses, which [ interpreted as evidence of power which poisons
the root. as this type of powee severely limits opportUnities for adult distance 1c:amers to

develop lhc:ir own powers·from-within.

PIrt 2 gftbc Emnowmncm Pmq;n;" The: Hpljng

Ptwe~

JJndmr,ndjoa RAW"' for Pismnn1lllCl'Il1CD' and Ern.adjos Innate Pgwm

The healing phase consisted of 2 steps.

Duti.Jls

the first step the fDalS group wu involved

in understanding the reasons for their disempowamem.. During the second step they were

involved in identifYing. unfoldillg and expanding their Umate powers.

SteP J. 'lndrptapdjo. BRIOn, fur PiIClDflQWDTOCl!C

The theory of symbolic: interaaionism provided a framework: from wfIic:b tile focus group,
through personal retlection and discussion, could arrive at an understanding ofLbe underlying
tuSOOS

for lack of power. Mezirow (1990) informs us that wba is of grea1 -Ji&nificancc to

most adult learning is undemanding tM ~aning ( original italics in text) of what othcn

6)

communicate concerning values, ideaJs. feelings. justice, love, labour. autonomy,
commitment. and democracy" (p. 8). A clearer understanding of the problem would bring the
focus group a step closer toward

~Iving the

problem.

During this phase the focus group was given l'Qdings on the theory and pnctice of

symbolic interactionism and asked to come to the sessions prqJaRd to discuss their responses
to the guiding questions relevant to symbols, meanings, identities and social interactions

conceming adult distance education. These questions. central to the assumptions of symbolic
interaetionism and the constructs of adult education and empowerment. were posed and
discussed during the focus group discussion session.

Question: What symbols are held by the university and by the distance: education

students of the practice of diSWlCe education? What symbols ~ held of the adult distance
student by the institution and by the students of themselves?

All respondents indicated that many symbols associated with d.istance education were
negative.
"Distance education?
it me it is merely 'an illusion'
critical inquiry and
discu.uion is severely Iimited.. therefore by definition, it canoot be true gndum: education. I
think that the institution perceives distance as a showcase.. an opportunity to show off the
technology it offers ".

"The institution describe3 itself as .. 'the ivory tower' and the profwor is 'the expert
and the adult distam student a3 'only a student' ••. distance education? .. a3 it is off-eampu.s it
is not considered an integTal part of the academic community·
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... agree with that symbolism. _•. _.the institution thinks of a distance .student u someone
who is 'on the fri~e' ... 'out of the loop' ......

One member of the focus group recounted this story:
.. When [ think of a symbol for distance education courses, ( think of isolalion
units•.. there is very little physical. social and intellectual interaction between the student and
othen in we system. Let me tell you about my experiences. One evening I received a
[e{ephone call from another distance student in the course. He said .. I don't know if I should
be telephoning you and talking to you, as this is a distance course. He asked if he was
cheating by making contact with me... distance to him symbolized lack of contact and contact
was 00( permitted. Gosh. he was practically whispering into the telephone receiver!"

.. Distance education is symbolized as .....a 'power dispenc::r' •. students are dispersed..
so their power is dispersed... distance education disperses and diffuses student power".

The data gleaned from the focus group discussions revealed that the symbols held for
the practice of disla.nce education and symbols held for the distance student were negativc;
These findings; however, are not consistent with the literature. The literature reveals
that both positive and negative symbols and meanings are held for the practice of distance
education. As cited in Chapter II, Review of the Related Literature, Devlin (1982) and
Peterson and Fleming (1993) report of negative symbols held. However studies by Boswell.
Mocker and Hamlin (1968) and Silver (1990) (cited in Gore. 1993)

~

a. contrasting

prespective: symbols of distance educati01l are very positive. CaDdy's (1991) description of the
practice of distanc:e education reveals that it is perceived as a very practical and fast growing

trend in educational dciivery.
The meanings, inherent to these symbols, provided an undentlDding of the reuJm for
disempowerment of the adult distance learner population. As distance students

isolated fTom the university. they are invisible and thus their needs

~

~

physically

easily igoored: their
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voices are too far away to be heard. As an invisible and silent population, they arc assigned a
marginal and subonJinate status in the academic community. From this perspective, it is not
surprising that the distance learner holds little power and lha1 the distance leamer's learning
process is institution designed and directed.

Another assumption of the theory of symbolic interaetionism stales that meanings are
created or assigned and interpreted by people through activilies and soc:i.al inter.lctions (Munch.
1994). In other words. the symbols that have been constructed for distance education and for the
distance education student will dictate either positive or negative social interactions.
This question wu intended to involve the students in critical reflection and rational
discourse for the purpose ofdelving deeper into the problem associated with low self and social
identities by developing an awareness aflaw identities which are expressed and demonstrated
through social interactions..

Question: Can you desatbe academic experiences thai: coukl be descn'bed as
disempowering the student?

All members of the foau group were at a middle stage of their careers. as aD bad
accumulated many years of professional expertise. They felt almost humiliated with the fact that in
their working lives they had attained the administrative level, yet in their academic experiences
they were assigned a very tow statu5. It appeared obvious to them, that their professionaJ
expertise was considered trivial.
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"'The professor developed the course and evaluated my perfonnance according to how
well I met the mlena prescribed by him. I did not have much say in my own learning process.
although I have been a professional educator for IS years. The professor does not consider the
student capable or qualified to participate with him or her in designing the c:ourse.. ".
"Those in power detennined what WI!: considered valuable academic qualifications and
what was considemf valuable practical experience. The professors naturaLly held the greater share
of academic qualifications and the student held the greater share of practical experiences;
however. practical e;<peOences were considered inferior to academic experiences. The student's
career was subordinate to academic wane.. Therefore in course worle, the student's professional
experience is often ignored. when it should be tapped. Why can the student, ifhe or she holds

particular expertise, not present a lecture. or even design a section oflhe course 1"
This focus group member complained of a particuJarly disempowering interaaion she

experienced with the administration orthe university.

" In my experience. at times, paniaJ.1ar professors treated students as subordinates... they
tried to exert power over the student in diffem:Jt ways. For example. the student might be
required to repeat things even though the student may have had years of experience in that field of
study. Or a s[Udent might be required to prove to the institution that they were licensed to
practice.... another way of holding power was to prevent the student from taking a specific
elective".

"(n one distance coucse I took, the stUdents were dMded into group' of five for the
purpose ofworicing together to generate group assignments. One student in my group, Diane.
contacted the rest of the group through a computer mediated chat line, to infonn us that she
would be dropping out of the group and dropping the course. That particular course had been her
first graduate distance course and she had become overwhelmed by the process. She expWned "(
did not realize what taking a course through distance would be like". The rest oCtile group were
upset by this situation as we concluded Uw the simple reason she dropped out ofthe prolfm'
was simply that 'she did not know' . We all felt that we should have been aware of her
frustration and should have advised her. We also felt that the university failed to serve Diane's
learning process ".
In this study the negative symbols and meanings that were hdd for the adult distance
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studentJ and for the practice ofdistance education were expressed and reflected through socia.I
interactions. The social interactions. between the institution and the distance studcot. were

described by the focus group as disc.mpowering for the studeoL For eumple, those in power
did not consider the adult distance learner as one who was competent to participate in decision

making concerning the educationalleaming. Negative social interactions between the adult
distance student and the institution produced teacher-directed not student-directed
education. Garrison (988) reponed that studies reveal that some educators feel that student
panicipation will contaminate or at least dilute educational standards.
In addition, the institution did not consider lhe learners' life and professional

experiences as valuable learning experiences and the action of the institution was to discount or
to discredit these experiences. For example. the focus group findings revealed that registration
requirements often dictated that the student take specific courses yet often the mid-<:areer adult
learner had already acquired a great deal of knowledge and experience in the specific content

offered in that course.

Many of the social interactions between the adult distance (earner and the academic
institution were described by the focus group membcn as extremely disempowering.

However. there is overwhelming evidence tbal: positive 5OCiaJ. inlaactiOR between students and
professors and among students is central to the learning process. Studies Dy Kaye and Rumble
(1981), Keegan (1986), Keegan, Iohn & Hany (1993), Lewis and Spen<= (1986), and 1'mlO
(1987) all contend that positive social interaction is critical to the learning process and that
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lade of social interaction or negative: social intem:tion is detrimental to the learning process.

Social identity theory reveals the effects of negative social interaction; the theory stales tb.t. the
student', self and social identity is a aitical factor which determines wbethcr the studeut will
persist in or drop out of a course or prognm. In other words, if students realize that participation
in a program does not contribute to the development of a positive self and social identities. then

attrition rates rise.

Analysi, Or Emno!r'tjT'!DCftt pmrtn
Step I' Understanding Rrason, for QiRmpowmncnt

Mezirow (1990) states that "no need. is more fundamentally human than our need to
understand the meaning of our experience. Free, full participation is critical ... reflective

discoufse may be interpreted as a basic human right" (p. 11).
Through the techniques of reflection and rational discourse. !be focus group devdoped

an understanding the meaning of the problem of lack of student power and low levels of adult
se1f-directed learning which appeared to be salient to the distance education system. The

processes of critical reflection and rational discourse identified that negative symbols had been
constructed for the adult distance learner and for the practice of distance educaJion. The focus
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group interpreted that these negative symbols were partially responsible for creating negative
social interactions. For example, at times the adult distance learner

was presumed to be

ignorant of specific areas of knowledge even though be or she may have acquired that
knowledge through experiential learning. The student was required to provide several pieces of
evidence or proof lO assure the institution that he or she was competent in that specific area of
knowledge. Rational discourse revealed that sometimes even when proof was provided, the
institution n:fused 10 exempt the student from repeating the course material.
Through Ute pnx:esses of critical reflection and rational discourse. the focus group
revealed that the adult distance student was not considered a valuable member of the academic

community. When a distance student was experiencing dirticulty with a course, the professors
often were unaware of the student's difficulty or did not care enough to try to prevent the
student from dropping out.
rn addition, after the focus group reflected, analyzed and discussed the symbols that

had been constructed for them, it became clear that the low symbols prescribed inter.lctions
which have not been positive. nor have they developed the abilities. competencies or powen;
that mside within the student. nor have they promoted the practice of self-<tirected learning.

Similarly, the data revealed that the negati\le symbols constructed for the pnctice of

distance education were partially responsible for the !act of essential ingredients of a quality
education. For example the focw group revealed that the processe! of critical inquiry and
discussion were not integral components of graduate distance courses, yet leami.Dg theories
state that these ingredients

~

essential to a quality education. Learning theory as well

proposes that interaction between student and professon and among students supports the
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Je:mting process; however, student input was requesred. rarely and if it were tbc:a. it was usually

at feedbacl: time only.
In conclusion as a result of the processes of c:ritic:al

~011

aDd tatioaal discoune.

the focus group were given the opportunity to aplore and to gain a deeper iasiaht into the
problem. They realized that the me:attings inherent in lbe low symbols. prescribrd a .second

rate .standard of educuion. limited or W:k of professor-student intc:ractioQ, low levels of selfdirected learning

as well as suppression of development of the students' powen-from-within.

step 2· Ern;mdj"g powr:r-Emm- Wjthjn

In the ~ng discussion session, the focus group revealed that. as far as they
were concerned, the symbols and meaoiDgs held for the adult distance leamer by the

institution were not positive. Symbols and meanings revealed a stereotypic:a1 social
identity of a student as one who does not possess skills. competencies. knowledge and
whose prior life and profe$sional experiences are trivial.

The purpose of this discussion session was to have the focus group copge in
identifying and valuing their sttengtbs, sI:ills, COIIl(lCO:Dcics.This _

waald iJlvolve

them in reconstructing more positive self-and social. identities to replace the low

identities prescribed for them. These questiON were posed. The responxs reveal the
identities which the focus group held for themselves .

7\

Question: Do you feel that you are able to assume responsibility for your own
learning? Would you like to direct

yOUf

own learning process?

-[ am confident in myself as a student as I work very harel. In fact at times and

with some professors. if I am given a poor mark, then I interpret the situation as their
not understanding my paper. Sometimes I have more confidence in my ability than their
evaluation of my ability indicates-.

These responses revealed lhat the focus group members were knowledgeable of
their personalleaming styles.
-I am very interested in adult learning and development; I know my own
learning style. I am a global thinker. I don't necessarily do things in sequential steps.
nor do [ need to know all the steps. I can definitely learn without having someone lead
me. I am intuitive nol sensing. [ have a tendency to make these humungous leaps. I
have to be careful, as sometimes things which make common sense to me, may not
seem logical to others 1 interact with. 1 vascilate between thinking and feeling;
sometimes 1 am analytical and sometimes more sensing, depending on the situation.
TIle environment that 1 am in detennines the mode of decision making that 1 will
choose...•
"I am a lateral thinker. .I try to see the big picture by identifying the parameters
of the topic. problem or issue. 1 identify what major characteristics or properties or
issues are central. 1 always try to fit the topic into its political. social, economic sociocultural environment·.
"I learn best when 1 try to bring my own perspective to the topic and to apply the
information to my own context. 1 aim to discover how [ can make this learning
meaningful to me and to identify what is in my background that 1 can draw on to use to
understand the topic·.

The following responses indicate that the respondents understood what they
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considered essential to optimize their learning process. One member of the focus group
described a personally effective method of generating assignments.

-I can make decisions quickly. I conduct research of computer mediated and
print resources from the university library. I scan all the articles and decide whether the
article is relevant to the paper.. I may have 90 articles stacked up on the floor of my
office, as well as 20 or 30 books and my bibliography may be close to 8-10 pages. I
rarely get detoured. All the material I have accessed I read and re-read and reflect on
thoroughly. This process keeps me focussed. Once I lurn on the computer, I have
analysed everything that I have n:searched. Then [ stay home until I finish the research
paper. Sometimes I take lunch at my desk ... sometimes I am so busy that I forget to
even have lunch-.

Adult learners at the graduate level are competent to direct their own learning.
One respondent revealed that as previous academic experiences must be positive if one
attains the level of graduate studies, then there is no evidence to suggest that graduate
level self-directed learning will mean failure .

• I have confidence in my abilities as I have experienced positive prior learning
experiences, If I could do well before then I can do well again. Also the more literature
I read on the topic, I come to realize that others support my ideas. That my ideas have
been compared. with the theorists and have been proven valid, gives me confidence-.

-nte way I learn best'! I like to study something, then to take it apart and see
how it was put together, then [think about how I can apply it in my own professional
work. My personal learning style'! I need discussion. preferably in a focus group where
[ can reflect on and discuss my own experiences and ideas. I need interaction with
others. I also need a mentor, a faculty supervisor in the field someone to tell me if I
someone who could open
am on the right track... an expert in the field of education
your eyes to your capabilities and abilities. These things that would improve the
learning process for me-.

7]

-Guidance and mcntoring.....the professor is important in that he/she intnxiuces
you to material. concepts and theories, shows you the big picture ... _ reveals an
introduction to the body of literature of that specific topic area. The professor should be
a facilitator. The professor must know when to offer the adult distance student input
and when to stand back and let the student leam in his/her own way and in this way
provide opportunities for self-direction-.

[ discovered that the focus group refuted the literature concerning the link
between distance education students and low self-identities. The identities which they
held for themselves were very high. For ex.ample. the data revealed that the focus
group were cognizant of their personal learning styles and preferred teaching-learning
methodologies. Also they identified that their learning processes were served best when
curriculum was relevant to their learning needs; they indicated that they preferr=d that
the professor serve as a mentor or a facilitator rather than one who controls and directs
their learning processes. Their responses revealed that they had already acquired
mastery of the skills of critical reflection. rational discourse. problem solving, decision
making, research skills. Responses revealed that this focus group of graduate students
were knowledgeable, confident, capable and committed students.
The findings of this present study. concerning adult distance learners' selfidentities, contradict the literature. What accounts for this discrepency, I assume, is that
previous research has been conducted with adult learners who have not attained the
level of graduate studies in post secondary educational institutions and who have not
acquired years of professional experience in various work environments. In contrast.
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this focus group was composed of mid-career adult learners enrolled in graduate

programs at university.

Analysis of the Empowmcnt

process:

Step 2- Expandjof !be pOwer-from-Within

During this phase of the empowering process the focus group. through the
techniques of critical reflection and rational discourse. were identifying, unfolding and
expanding their powers-from-within. They were developing self-knowledge by
identifying personal skills, strengths, talents and by identifying both life and
professional experiences that have provided valuable leaming. Both Freire (1974) and
Schon (1983, 1987) claim that the primary function ofrefIection is to validate what is

known. Critical reflection and rational discourse have the potential to accomplish this.
Through the process of rational discourse, the social identities held for the
students by the institution and the identities the students held of themselves, were
compared, analysed and assessed. The process insured that this discrepency did not go
unnoticed. For example, the negative symbols, meaning and social identities
constructed for the adult distance learners were incongruent with the positive selfidentities that they held for themselves.
Mezirow (1990) infonos us that habit can be broken only when there is an

7S

interruption between the habit and the event being interrupted. Critical reflection and
rational discourse provide the interruptions and opportunities through which these
negative symbols and assumptions held could be identified, refuted, and revised to
construct more positive social identities. The focus group concluded that the symbols.

meanings and identities attributed to them by the institution were identified and judged
as inaccurate and unjustifiable.

The focus group intended to translate that knowledge or awareness into action.
They realized that if they were to gain control over their learning processes, it was
necessary that they first revise the negative social identities assigned to them. Enhanced

student social identities would hopefully result in the institution viewing the adult
distance learner as a competent and equal participant in the education process.
Participation and democracy, i.n some ways, define each other. In a democratic
educational process, the adult distance learner would participate in planning and
directing the learning process.

part 3 Of the Empnweuntnr Process-Demonstrating Empnweuncnt

In the final focus group session, the group was involved in demonstrating that
they had developed 'power·from-within' . The purpose of this stage was to test and to
demonstrate that the focus group had lhe knowledge, skills and compelencies lO

di~l
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direct and control their own learning.
The focus group

WU

given readings of cue studies on sua:es3fu1 xlf-dir=ted

learning procedures carried out at other univenities. As well they were gi'YCO. sample

learning contracts adapted from those designed by Stephenson (1981) and Tough

(ImI). They were asked iftbey were interested in demonstrating their ability to direct
their own learning by completing the self-directcd learning contracts provided.

If the focus group had developed 'powec-from-within' then they could assume
control over and responsibility for their own learning and therefore complete the
learning contracts provided.. All members of the focus group responded affinnatively:

they were interested in assuming respomibility for directing their own learning and
each member completed a self.<firected leaming coatraet.. Appendix C contains a

sample learning contract.

DgclImc:nt APjllysis

Dara PmSCDptioo aM

The focus group

AMlysi!l

was i..ot==ted in demonstratiDI tbcir positive 3df-idc:mities as capable

IDd CIJIl'OW='d slUdeols, Ihrougb action. '!bey were iDaesIed in USlIIIIin& respoasibility for
their own learning and in geneRIiJII penoaaI seIf-<lim:led

Iearnin& COlIlI>CIS.

BarbaJet (ciled in Clegg, 1995) defines respoas;bility, "To lalte responsibility in !be

Kantian .sense involves detcrminiDg what one ought to do. This requiml acquiriDg relevant
knowledge of conditions. opportUnities. and cooscqucoc:cs,

examininI motives and priDciplcs,

and in general acquiring or discovering one's true inIeft:st in a situation in .... hich oae is
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removed from the constraints of authority" (p. 7). The focus group completed the learning

The learning c:ontr.Icts consistr.d of three scdioos c;:onQining questions.
Thc:sc sections included. Section 1: Identifying Learning Needs and Objectives, Section 2:
Selecting Learning Resources and Objectives. and Section 3: Delennining Methods to Affirm
Knowledge Acquisition and Assessment. If the focus group comple:ted the contncts

appropriately then this was considered evidence of the potential of the model to facilitate the
development of ·power·from-wilhin· .This is a sample of the responses given to the que:stions:
the data speaks for itself.

Section 1: Identifying Learning Needs and Objectives
Tbe learning contract read: "[ am able to identify lbc following areas of knowledge and

aperience, which I indicate as strengths and weaknesses and regard as potentially relevant to
the development of my programme of study".

These focus group memben who had recently begun the graduate studies program were
IIOt

only able to identify the topic of their theses at this early stage, but were able to identify

the col1StIUCtS centr3.1 to the fields of research.

"My area of study is adult learning and development, therefore I need to acquire
further knowledge and experience regarding le:arniq styles, adult learners' cducalional needs.
experientialleam.iog or prior learning assessment, sources of learning and devdopment
Iiter.ltute....

"My interest is faculty professional development in post secondary institutions. I need
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knowledge of the issues concerning faculty development in terms of ~hing iUKI
learning...current literature and research in this area. [have already some knowledge and
experience in the area having worked with a variety of stafr and personnel in the coordination
and implementation of faculty development activities at the university for 10 yean....

"My area of study is administration of post secondary institutions. I need to become
more knowledgeable of sociological and administrative theory. I would like to develop skills in
academic writing, this would allow me to write for academic journals, to have my ideas
expressed. reviewed, tested and ch.aUenged by others ....
Another respondent had completed all graduate Icve.I COUrse5 and was in the process of
identifying a thesis topic. She determined lhat her thesis would be concerned with nursing
leadership_ She determined. that research in this field would meet her learning oeeds working

in the new restructured health care system.

"My area of study is health care ad.m.inist:mioo from my 20 yean working as a nune, (
have already acquired knowledge of the health care system and the nursing profession. What I
need now is knowledge of transformationallcadersbip, the critical issues facing the health care
system. the changing roles of nurses.....

Section 2: Selecting Lcami.ng Resources aDd Activities

The learning contract read: "In order to acqllim these aIQS of knowledge and
expertise, I have identified these leaming resources which I plan to

U$e

aDd these Learning

activities which I plan to perfonn ".

The focus group respondents had no difficulty in determining how they would

(ike

to

carry out their learning process.

"t need to interview resource people I oeed to consult with faculty advisors, e.lpeI't3 at
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other academic institution... I would wish to network with others in the field. I would like to

attend conferences whose focus is adult learning and development ....
"I nc:ed. to interview administration and faculty of post sccoodary institutioo. cooc:cruin&
the status of facuJty professional development. I would ask them to identify the critical issues
facing the area and fulUre directions of faculty development activities t, •• 1 am specifically
interesled in the profes5ional development literature on teaching and learning.. I would need to
become knowledgeable of comparative studies of professional development iniliaJives carried
out at other institutions.....

These responses indicate that these focus group members were able to identify learning
resotJrce3 and activities which would Facilitate their learning processes.

"I would like to develop knowledge of ethnography qualitative research computer

programs... I need to have access to a medical library...
I would like to develop a proposal in which I would describe what I like to learn. I
would like to have it evaluated by faculty advisors. I would like to conduct my own education
but I would like the advisors to raUaw my progress to ensure that the project stays on
traek. ..•.
This respondent cited as well, psychological resources a.s essential resources which

facilitate learning.
"I need access to an eAceI1ent library, espcc:WIy an excellent periodical section as wcU
as the Internet. I would like to attend conferences. I would like to receive re:spcct, support,
encouragement from faculty advisors. 1 would wish that the faculty advison would merely
introduce me to the scope of my field of interest and let me identify what I need to learn and
what is of particular interest to me and then to give me the freedom and encouragement to go
fromtbc:re....

Section 3: Detennining Methods to Affirm Knowledge Acquisition and to Assessment
The learning contract read: "I have

fonnu~

the following plans for individua.i work

and study. I propose Ute following fonns of assessment to provide evidence of accomplishment

80
of each Learning objective" .

Several respondents cited a similar method of evaluation, that is. if the work balds true

in the extc:rna.l world of work, then lhat learning is evaltwcd as valid.

"I would like to conduct my own research in the area of faculty professional
development (re teaching and learning) and then to evaluate it to determine if the literature
supports my resean:h.I would evaluate information according to how useable. practical,
helpful or valuable it is to the field of post secondary faculty professional devdopment".

This focus group member indicated that she was not only capable of identifying
evaluation methods but that, in fact. she was interested in conducting self-evaJuation.

"I would like to conduct research into the field of health care admini.stntion and to
write a series of papcr:s or theses. My research methods would include inrerviews with
administrators. job shadowing and a review of the literature. I would like to be able to go into
the health care environment to observe .... for the purpose of determining if the literature and
the practice coincide...This would evaluate the quality of my leaming process......

"I do not think that evaJua1ion. in the traditional pm::eption. would be necessary.
If the adult learner and the faculty advisors are in contact during the learning procas, then a
son of quality assuranceIquality control component is build into the learning process to ensure
agaimt failure. Adult learners are committed, conscientious. responsible studenu...and to
conduct evaluation is antithetical to the concept of adult learner" .

Generation of seif-ditttted learning contracts was positive indic:ation of the model's
potential to facilitate the process of student empowcnncnt. An empowered student is able to
determine personal learning needs. an empowered student is able to identify learning
resources. an empowered student is able to identify and utilize preferred leaching and learning
methods (Cafferella 8< O'Donnell, 1989; Evans 8< Nation, 1989;O'Neill, 1976; Tough, 1971),
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Ana 1y5i5 Of the Euqxzwc:rment

pmg:a' pernomrgting finmmn=r

Each member of the focus group completed all sections and requ:iremems of the
learning contracts then the cootr3Ct3 were analysed. If the participant bad assumed

responsibility and was able to complete the contracts. this would indicate thal be or she had

indeed developed 'power-fram-within·. Empowem1.studerw can assume control and
responsibility for their own learning and arc able to geoerate se1f-dice:ctcd learning contracts.
The data from

uw. study is supported by Chene (1983), DarkenwaJd and Merriam (1982);

Kaswonn (1983),

Know'" (1980), Merirow (1990), " " - ' (1981), Sabbaghian's (1980)

and as weU. Starhawk (1981). These theorists state. tha1 a positive corre1aIion exists between
the adult's psychological characteristic of self-confidence, self-esteem. aDd fce1iDgs of
empowennent; similarly a positive correlation exists between positive se1f~ and teamer
self~ness.

The data collected. in this study is intended to present a verbatim account of what
was revealed in the focus group discussion sessioIl5. It is intended to create a vivid

undcntaDding of tbe focus group's e",,",",nee of !he adult dislana: 1 - ' . leaming
process, The empowerment process prov;ded the focus group with !he tnoU necessary
to allow them to develop the powers that reside within through developing and ,baring
their reflections and. perceptions of them.selvcs and of their Jeami.og processes.
Through the processes of critical reflection and mional discussion. the focus
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group memben identified. unfolded and expanded their powen-from-within. It was

evident that a very strong link exists between student empowerment aDd the ability to
direct ooc's own learning. Development of the power-from-within enabled the focus
group to make decisions concerning their own learning and ellllblcd them to
demonstrate this capability by generating self-directed leaming contntcts. The
empowerment model has the potential to develop the adult distance learner's power-

from-within and in so doing, facilitale the leamer's ability to direct his or her own
learning process.
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CHAPTER V
Conclusion and Recommendations

This study will hopefully produce both conceptual and substantive implicatioos conceming
adwt learners, empowerment, self..<firected learning and distance education.

Allow me to discuss my conclusions pertaining to each ofthese constructs.

Historically, once a lifetime career began, educarion or training in that partiadar career
ceased. Yet in today's professional envirorunents, organizational psychologists tell us that
individuals may be required to relearn their careen many times during their lifespan (Fullan, 199];

Jarvis. 1987; Slotnick et a1 • 1993). Adults return intcnninently to educational institutions in order
to keep abreast of the ever changing nature and demands of their careers. Therefore it is very

plausible that the adult learner in post secondary institutions may be one who has acquired
several years of education in various academic 6elds, and one who has developed professional

expertise in a variety ofworkplacc settings. It is essemiaI. thIl a positive social identity be
reconstructed for the new adult distance learner population, as the identity held traditionally

desaibed one who had been disadvantaged both academically and professionally. A new identity
would rdlcct a weU-edueated and professionally experienced individual and one who could be a
worthy and competent partner in the education process.
I reconunend that professional development, to lnvolw critical reflection, be provided for
educators of this new adult distance learner population. Schon (1987), one of the leading
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advocates of the process of aitical reflection claims that reflection aD. professional pr3Ctkc
makes the educator thoughtful about his or her worle. in light oftbe principle! the educator bolds.
He claims that reOection targets and identifies inappropriate or inaccurate values, pereepUons.

meanings and philosophies. The process of critical reflection would requiTe edueaton to reevaJuar.e and to revise the low social identities that they previously held for adult distaDce learners.

Ocgg (1989) warns that. institutions survive or die depending upon how badly lhcy fail. or how
wcU they change to match the social and cultural environment in which they operate. I
recommend that opponunities for professional development, specifically using the process of

critica1 reflection, be provided for educator! ofadults. According to Fullan (1993) and Schon
(1983, 1987), the process ofcritical reflection has the potential to facilitate adaptation to
educational change.

EmpoW!'iUDf'Dt and Sdf-Qirp;tjoo

As discussed earlier in this paper, sdf-direction is an approach and practice wlUch is

centraJ to adulthood. centra! to lhe goal of adult education and centraJ to the philosophy of
education. However. low levels of self-directed learning indicate that within institutions, there is a

resistance to lhis, characteristically, andngogica1 practice. FuUan (1993) advises us that in fact, a
theory of nolKbanse pennea1es edw:atiooal institutioaJ. Universities are tnditioaal. cultural
institutions that promote the methods and ideas which reflect maiDIy those oCtbe dominant

undergraduate student popuJation. As teacher-directed learning is the traditional method of
educational practice.. it is not surprising that the theories and methods of graduate studaddirected learning are resisted. Resistance to change has adversly affected adult learners' learning
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processes. Pedagogical approaches have resulted in suppression of the deve.lopment of student

empowerment or of development of the students' iaaate po~m-within... Pcdagogic.aJ.
approaches have thus produced teacher--directed. rather than a student-directed adult learning.
Again I recommend that educators be provided opportunities to engage in critical reflection

through professional development. The process of aitical reflection would require educators to
learn andnlgogical approaches to replace inappropriate pedagogic&! approaches.

In addition, I fee! that resistance to sdf-direc:ted learning is the resu!t of several other
erroneous perceptions held by faculty. I assume that faculty perceives that the practice of the
student directing his or her own learning would involve a .shift of power out oftheir' hands and to
those oftbe student. In other words. student-directed learning would produce a reduction of
faculty professionaJ power. However Starhawk's concept of power. as used in lhis study, refers to

developing powers that already reside within the student and which. through socia.I iDtenctiOD

between the student and the professor, are identified and allowed to surface.. unfold and expand.
Therefore, adult learner empowennent would not involve a transfer of power away from the
faa1I.ty but an expansion of the power within the stUdent.

Once again I recommend that the institution provide professionaJ development in order

that educators can exploTe., explain and promote the distiDaions between the various concepts and
practices of power.

t abo recommend thal, U empowerment &ad xIf-directiOD are tigbtly linked.,

educators mu.st learn how to facilitate or nurture development oftbe student's power-from·
within. Development of the student's innate powers is DCCCSSUy, prior to and in prepaBtion. for,

the se1f-directed learning process.
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Another recommendation for research would be that of a study of what the focus group
identified as 'power which poisons the root'. This power severely suppresses and limits
opponunities for development of the adult distance learner's power-from-within. It is a very
toxic power about which

we know relatively little.

Resistance to self-direcred leaming [ believe. is also attributed to faculty's perception
that the input of the student would compromise the legitimacy of educational programs. The
orientation of educational institutions is to maintain credibility and to avoid discreditation.
However contrary to the low social identities and meanings that have been ascribed to adult
dislanCe learners. their input can indeed be very beneficial to the institution. The institution
can tap fresh sources of knowledge and expertise for the adult learner has much to contribute.
Fullan (1993) reminds us that a successful university learns more from lhe scudenls in the
environment than from faculty, administrators or competitors. Candy (1991) and Knowles
(1980) state that the purpose and goal of education and specifically of adult education is to
assist the students to develop their abilities and potential to contribute 10 their own learning.
Moreover research shows, and with little doubt. that when students hold a certain degree of
ownership for their learning the motivation and retention are increased (Johnson, Johnson, and
Smith, 1991; Owens, 1995; Slavin, 1990).
With these arguments in mind I perceive two roles are prescribed for adult educators :
(1) the educator-as-chef and (2) the educator-as-midwife. The role of the educator-as-ehef is to
introduce the adult learner to the wide array of fields of study from which the adult learner can
identify and select those subjects, theories, concepts, approaches and issues which are of
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imponance 10 him or her. Strike (cited in Candy, 1991) advises that "the ignorance of a person
just beginning the study ofa subject has a special character. It is not just that the oovice is
ignorant of the subject matter but the novice is ignorant of the theories.

constructs. philosophies

and major questions that govern thought about that subject" (p. 357). The edueator-u-chef
would merely present the broad parameters of subjects. and then to step back to allow the learner
to carty out the process of directing his or her own learning in the way that is most personally
effective. The second role I prescribe for the educator is that of educator-as-midwife. Be1inky.
Clinchy, Goldberger. and Tarule (1985) created the concept of'professor-as-midwife' which they
describe as "one who assists the leamer in giving birth to his or her own ideas., in making their
own tacit knowledge explicit and in elaborating on it" (p. 2I7).
Research is needed to identify and prescribe roles, that the educator migbt assume in a
student-directed learning situation. I also recommend that further research be cooducted to
explore the educators' experiences and involvemenL
As well, [ recommend that research be conducted concerning resources which the learner

might tap to better facilitate IUs or her self-teaching-leaming process. Some examples might

include research concerning bow to conduct penonal needs assessment, how to identify and

access learning resources as mentoring or job shadowing or how to conduct self-eval.uation.

Pi"'ne; Educatjon
The distance mode of educational delivery provides both 8exibility and accessibility. Even
though advances in technology have provided a variety of new delivery modes.. over 70'/e of
distance learners still experience their education principally through written materials. Non-
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interactive methods are still the most common teaching-leaming methods in distance education.
Yet Lord and Iarman (cited. in Fullan, 1993) contend that "the reality of evolutionary success
demonstTales that fitness is not simply about adapting to the environment but rather the
continuing improvement in the capacity to grow and build ever more connections in more varied
environments" (p. 84). Distance education must not only provide accessibility and flexibility but
must also provide quality. According to Hodgkinson (1983) the concept of quality is perceived by
students to include effective conununieation, student-focussed social interaction and provision of
relevant and current knowledge. Thus social interaction is of critical importance to a quality

learning proccss. However. di.stance education, by definition, limits sociaJ interaction among
students, and between students and professors. This mode of educational delivery isolates the

learner from specificaUy those people who can contribute most significantly to his or her learning
1"0='.
lflnstitutions do not provide adequately and effectively for the adult distance leameri
learning process then the consequence could be decreased enrollment. Already several Canadian
and American Univ9ties have formed agreements

(0

provide for students to transfer to

whichever institution, that they feel, best serves their learning needs. Unquestionably, from the

findings of this study, attention to the adult leamer's needs for social interaction is critical Social
intmetion is of tremendous importance to the success oftbe:aduJt distance leamersleamiDg
proceu.
I reconunend that educators not lose sight ofthe fact that despite the lure of modem
technology, provision ofan old·fashioned element. social intenction, is aitical. I recommeod that
research be conducted to identify ways to facilitate greater social interaction between the
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educator, in the institution, and the distance learner remote from the institution.

Conclusion

[ have tried. 10 create an awareness of the uniqueness of mid-eareer adult distance learners
who are increasingly populating graduate programs in post secondary educational institutions.

The purpose of a university is to provide a leaming environment that is responsive to the aJlturaJ
and economic milieu. The university is thus professionally obligated to adapt programs and
services to meet the unique characteristics. changing needs and expectations oflhi, non-dominant
student population. Adult distance learners' needs include. autonomy to assess educationaJ needs
and to identitY personal learning goals, support necessary toidentify and implement preferred
learning styles and freedom to choose teaching-leamiog methods which best facilitate personal

learning. These needs define self..<firecled learning.
l11e values, freedom ofchoice, self...detenninarion, seIf-aetUalization, autooomy. aeativity,
recognition and respect ate inherent to the theory and practice of adult self-directed learning. In
fact., the literature affirms that a professional's psychological or intrinsic needs for involvement,

self-determination, achievement and respect are extremely high (Maslow, 1910; Owens, 1995).
Hodgkinson (1983) advises policy makers that "the deadliest weapons in the policy makers
armoury are philosophical:

the sIciIls of logic and aitic:al maiysis... value analysis .. and most

fundamentally, the depth of understanding of human nature" (p. 53). I recommend that policy

makers in universities, and educators alike, be responsive to the unique chancteristics. needs and
expectations of the adult distance learner. I fed optimistic, as they are adult learnen themselves.,
that

they will succeed.
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APPENDIX A

CORRESPONDENCE

(I.) Letter ofInfonned Consent
(2.) Questionnaire Consent Fonn

(3.) Description of the Study and Role oftbe Participant
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Dear Graduate Student:
I am a Master of Education (Post-Secondary Education) Leadenbip candidate at Memorial
Unive:nity. I am gathering data for my thesis entitled Toward Adult Learner Autonomy aod
Self-Directed l..eaming in Oi.stulce &lucation. The purpose of my research is to explore die
relationship between learner autonomy and student-directedness and the adult learning process.

[ am conducting research of graduate students in the post-secondary program who are taking
courses through distance education because those in the post-secondary program, fmtiliar with
adult learning theory. show greatest potential for re5ean:h in self-directed learning (Kasworm.
(983). This study will introduce participanlS to a knowledge base of several critical areas
within lbe field of post-secondary education; it will introduce participants to a research process
which would serve them well in their own thesis writing efforts and most importantly the
participation of individuals is critical to high quaJity research. I am requesting your
participation in this study. Participation includes completing a 2 question questionnaire. From
analysis of lhis questionnaire. a research sample will be identified and invited to participate in
a focus group_ Each week for three weeks the focus group will be gi.ven readings of
approximately 20 pages per week on topics critical to adult education, asked to read. reneet on
and to participate in discussion of these topics through e-mall. Participation is voluntary, you
may choose not to perform any task you do not choose to and you may withdraw at any time.
This research study meets the ethical guidelines of the Ethics Review Committee, Fae:ulty of
Education, Memorial University of Newfoundland.All data gathcn:d in this study, both from
the questionnaire and from the focus group discussion sessions. is strictly confidential. Data
from focus group sessions will be saved on a computer disc and secured in a locked cabinet:
these recordings will not be disclosed to any other person other than the researcher and erasure
of these recordings. once your participation is complete, is assured. Results will be made
available to you upnn request.
If you need further explanation of any pan of the informaJion pleax telephone me: 7S3-T79S
or contact me through e-mail. Dr. Clar Doyle. Professor of Education within the Faculty of
Education, Division of Graduate Studies, my thesis supervisor, may be reached by telephone at
737-7556. If you wish to speak with a resource person not associated with the study you may
contact Dr. Patricia Canning, Associate Dean, Rcsrearch and Development., Graduate Studies.
Faculty of Education. Memorial University••

If you wish to participate, please answer the 2 questions on the back of Utis leuer as wd.l as the
consent form and return it to me via e-mail totherese@ganymede.cs.mun.ca. Many thanks.
Sincerely,
Therese Royle
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Questionnaire Consent Form

I.

consent to the questionnaire. [ undernand that

participation is entirely voluntary and that I can withdraw my participation at any time.

All infonnation is strictly confidential and no individual will be identified to anyone other
than the researcher.

Date___

Signarure'

E-mail Address,

_
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DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH STIlDY
AND

THE ROLE OF THE PARTICIPANT

Phaz I. Identifying Where Oppressive Power Suppress Empowerment of the Student
Students will be given selected readings and requested to read, reflect on and in group
decisiorui engage in r.il.tional discourse concerning the theories presented. in the readings and
their experiences of these theories in practice.
r will provide transcripts on the theory and practice of the two components of the

model, critical reflection and rational discourse, as well as position papers on theory and
practice concerned with the pedagogies of symbolic interactionism, critical theory and se1f-

concept theory. These readings will be read and then analysed by the focus group. The
leaming combined with the techniques of critical reflection and 12tionaJ. discourse. to create an

awareness of Ute problem of lack of student power and genente an understanding of the
factors which have conttlbuled to this problem. The purpose of this session is to foster a

feeling of permission to criticize sources of power who have assisted in suppressing the
development of the powers that reside within the adult leamer.

Phase 2. Expanding, Unfolding and Developing' Power-From-Within'
This session is intended to explore. identify and expand the powers that reside withi.n
!.he individual. The model will present lranSCripts for reading, reflection. analysis and

10\

discussion, on andragogy and empowerment as well as case studies on actual applicalioos of

sc1f-di.rected learning initiatives.
Psychotherapists inform us that if an individual's pen:eptions can be modified thai it is
highly likdy tha1 hislher behaviour will be modified accordingly.

Throup the proc:esscs of

critical reflection and rational discourse. it is hoped that the focus group will, by identifing
peoonal slRngths. skills, competencies and valuable prior life and professional experiences.
modify and enhance their self-perceptions. Hopefully, the adult distance learners will be
approaching a stage of expressing theiT enhanced, tnlPJwered identies by developing contracts

which will direct their learning pnx:esses.

Phase 3: Demonstrating Empowennent

This final phase will engage the focus group, who have now identified and expanded
the power-from-within and who have learned the process of self·directed learning, will
demonstnte that power, skill mastery. and knowledge expertise. The focus group will be given
sample learning covenants and requested to develop their own learning plans based on the case
studies samples provided. The covenants

ale

adapted from the self-directcd process as

sununari=I by Slepbenson (198\) and Tougb (I!17I). The CDntrxU will require lb. members
of the focus group 10 ideDtify their learning needs aod set Ic:arning goals and objectivC3. to

determine and select activities, methods or learning resources to be used in the learning
process. and to identify and select evaluation melhocb:.
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APPENDIX B

(l.) Preliminary Questionnaire
(2.) List of Major Guiding Questions

10]

Question 1: InstrUCtions:

Every adult learne:r holds a particular cooccpt of hisIber ability as a studcDt. Tbe scale
below attempts to translate that level of "self-concept of ability as a student" into mc:asurable
termJ. Select the number you fed describes the level of -self-concept as a student" whieb you
hold for yourself. - - -

10
I have absolutely
no confidence
in my ability
student.

I havetDtal

confidence in
myabilityu
• student

Question 2 : Instructions:
Please select the number on the scale wllicb indicates your level of interest in the

concepts and practice of self-di.rected le:arn;ng (SOL) - - -

JQ

I have absolutely

no interest inSDL

I am Qtremely
inl:erestcdinSDL

Source: Baud. D. (1981). DevdopinJ Student Autoaomy in I..eaming. London: Kopn Page.
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Guidial Reseanb. QaestiolU Ceatnl to die Asn._ptiou of Critical Thee..,.

Why are attrition nues and levels ofdissatisfaction in adult distance ed\lQtion so hip 1
Is disempowennent a problem 7

Who holds power and exeru control over the distance education process 7

What are the needs and interests aCthe aduJt distance learner? Have these needs been served or
have they been marginalized or ignored ?

What has conspired to aeate this imbalance of power 7

What factors contribute to the disempowerment oftbe adult distance student?

lOS

What: symbols are hdd by the univemty and by the adult distance learner oftbe pnctice of

distance education?

What symbols are held by the university of the adult distance student?

What self-identities are heJd by the adult distance learners 7

How are these symbols constructed and what meanings do these symbols hold?

What roles do these meanings dictate in interac;tions betwtm the adult distance learner and the
univasity7

Can you describe socia! interactions between the adult distance learner and the i11!titution that
were particularly disempowerin8 for' the student 7
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Gaidial Research QaestioDJ Ceatral to EmPOWUIDeIlt utd Sdf'-Diruted Leanial

Can you describe your learning process. that is. with your kDowtedge of adult learDiDa and
development. are you aware of and can you desaibe your personallcaming style and your
preferred teaching and learning methodologies?

How can student empowerment be developed which win lead to patticipatiol1 between the adult
distance learner and the university in decision making concerning the learning process?

What are your learning needs, objectives and goals 7

Which learning resources would you identify and access to serve those learning neccb?

Which methods would you identify to affirm knowledge acquisition and assessment 7

Do you fed that you would like to assume responsibility for directing your own learning?
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APPENDIXC

Sample Self-Directed Learning Contract

THE LEARNING COVENANT

(adapted from Stephenoon and Tough)

Name:

Nunc of Faculty Advleor/advoon:
Area of Study:

PHASE a:

OlNOUcrING NEEDS ASSESSMENT

I am able to identify the following areas of knowledge and
l!lXperiences ~ which I indicate a.s strengths and weaknesses and
regard as potentially rel.evant to the development of my proCJramme
of study:

PHASE%.:

IDENTIFYING

~RNING NEEDS

r am able to LdentLfy that I

AND OBJECTIVES

wLll need to have acquired the

followi.ng areas of knowledge and experLence.

PHASES-

SEUCTING L.EARNING RESOURCES A.ND ACTtVTnES

In order to acquire these areas of knowledge and experience, I have
identified these learning resources which I plan to use and
these learning activities which I p1an to perform.

PHASE .f: DETERMINING METJIOOS TO AFFIRM KNOWLEDGE ACQ.UISITlON

I have formulated the following plans for individua.l work and
central studi.es .

PHASE s:

DEl""ERM.INING FORMS OF ASSESSMENT

I propollle the followinq foens of alllllellllll.ent: to prcwide evid:ence of
accompl.ishment of each learnJ.ng objective.

