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ABSTRACT

MEANINGFULNESS OF LEARNING FROM TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES:
AN EXPLORATORY STUDY OF EXPERIENCED TEACHERS’ LEARNING
IN TAIWAN
By

Cheng-hui Chen

Exponential growth in opportunities for global communication and access to information
means that both our institutions and knowledge are dynamic and changing in the modern
society. For teachers in such a constantly changing environment to be successful, they
must become lifelong learners. This dissertation is concerned with the problem that there
are practicing teachers who are not strengthening their attitude toward lifelong learning,
or, even worse are ignoring the precepts of continuing teacher education specifically
designed to support teachers’ focus on to becoming lifelong learners. The research
assumes that a positive attitude toward lifelong learning is likely enhanced when
practicing teachers find their own inservice learning experiences meaningful in
significant ways. What kinds of inservice learning do experienced teachers find
meaningful? How do teachers who share instructional events differ in what they find
learning meaningful? This study seeks to understand the kinds of learning that practicing
teachers appreciate, believe to be worthwhile, and want to experience again--learning
they find supportive in encouraging them to commit seriously to leamning. I began with 9
experienced teachers in a university-based summer professional development program in

Taiwan--a graduate program in school guidance that teachers attend for four consecutive



summers. Before the class began, the teachers were given a survey about their learning
experiences. After attending classes with the teachers, Iled S focus group interviews and
9 individual interviews with the teachers to identify those experiences each found
meaningful. I used grounded theory strategies to analyze collected data: survey
responses, classroom observation fieldnotes, and interview transcripts. I found
perspectives on meaningfulness of learning to vary among teachers, but to emphasize
practicality, relationship with instructors, and consistency of ideas with their current
thinking. Teachers found leaming meaningful in three areas: growth, instructor, and peer.
The extent to which learning experiences contributed to intellectual growth was the most
common criterion teachers applied in judging them to be meaningful. I developed a three-
layer model to represent the nature of learning contributing to teachers’ intellectual
growth. When describing meaningful learning experiences, teachers claimed that they
grew in three domains: taught disciplinary knowledge, serendipitous knowledge, and self-
knowledge. Teachers appreciated learning both conceptual and procedural knowledge.
Some of teachers emphasized that learning experiences were strongly meaningful when
they learned the knowledge they desired to obtain. Teachers held multiple perspectives
on meaningful learning. A common perspective was wanting to continue learning when
the taught disciplinary knowledge was learned well. Teachers varied in finding
meaningfulness in the same courses. They varied in their perceptions less in the courses
that they highly valued than in those that they did not. Differences in their perceptions
emerged in the areas of growth (taught disciplinary knowledge, serendipitous knowledge,
and self-knowledge) each teacher valued, as well in the teachers’ emphasis on the content

that they desired to leamn.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

We live in a time of such rapid change and growth of knowledge that only he who is in a
fundamental sense a scholar — that is, a person who continues to learn and inquire — can

hope to keep pace, let alone play the role of guide.
Nathan M. Pusey

Modem society is marked by rapid change. Exponential growth in opportunities
for global communication and access to information means that both our institutions and
knowledge are dynamic and changing. For teachers in such a constantly changing
environment to be successful, they need to continue to learn and inquire throughout their
teaching career. Not only must teachers learn continually in order to keep up with
changes in knowledge and in approaches to teaching, but they must also be lifelong
learners who can serve as models for this disposition for their students (Cropley & Dave,
1978), thus equipping them for success in a dynamic global society. Today’s teachers
need to show that they teach because they know. Furthermore, they teach because they
are learning to know throughout their lifetime.

Many practicing teachers are lifelong leamers, continually striving to become
more effective with students and at the same time finding personal intellectual challenge
in their work (Femain-Nemser, 1983). Like the veteran teacher interviewed by David
Hawkins (1973), they believe that there is much to be learned even after teaching for
years. Not a few people, however, observe that experienced teachers stop learning after
they have mastered the routine tasks of teaching. Teachers who resist change once they

have set up workable teaching routines are also subject to criticism (Feiman-Nemser,
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1983). There are also those who, not entirely without reasons as being thinking of
teachers: lazy, and conservative, lacking in spontaneity, imagination, flexibility, and
intellectual rigor (Lightfoot, 1983). Obviously, the criticism cited above would find it
difficult to think of teachers as lifelong learners.

Focus of the Study

This dissertation is generally concerned with the problem that admittedly there are
practicing teachers who are not performing as lifelong learners, are not strengthening
their attitude toward lifelong learning, or, even worse are ignoring the precepts of
continuing teacher education specifically designed to support teachers’ focus on to
becoming lifelong learners.

There are many issues involved in the problem of teachers’ lack of focus on their
primary goals, despite their participation in teacher education programs. In this
dissertation, however, I did not choose to focus on the complexity of this problem.
Instead, I began with the assumption that a positive attitude toward lifelong learning is
likely enhanced when practicing teachers find their own inservice learning experiences
meaningful in significant ways. Conversely, a negative attitude toward lifelong learning
frequently is the result of unproductive and/or meaningless learning experiences, as
Wight (1972) pointed out:

If something is not meaningful to a person, he is not likely to develop concems,

interests, or attitudes toward it, and it is not likely to be incorporated in his system

of constructs, beliefs, values, goals, ambitions, etc. (p. 10)

What kinds of inservice learning experiences are meaningful to practicing
teachers? What are the bases on which teachers determine one learning experience to be a

meaningful and another to be a waste both time-effort? This study is an exploratory



venture in identifying these factors. It seeks to understand the kinds of learning that
practicing teachers appreciate, believe to be worthwhile, want to experience again,
learning they find supportive in which encourages them to commit themselves seriously
to leaming.

I began with a group of experienced teachers in a university-based summer
professional development program in Taiwan--a graduate program in school guidance
that teachers attend for four consecutive summers. After attending classes with the
participating teachers, I led focus group interviews with nine of the teachers to identify
those experiences each found meaningful in that days’ classes. For purposes of these
interviews, the following definition of “meaningful leaming” was used to identify the
kinds of learning experiences each felt might lead to the development of a positive
attitude toward lifelong learning:

Meaningful learning is learning that teachers appreciate, believe to be

worthwhile, want to experience again, and find supportive in becoming willing to

commit to learning seriously.
This research represents an attempt to describe the characteristics of meaningful learning
in continuing professional education from experienced teachers’ perspectives.
Characteristics of the Teachers as Lifelong Learners

I shall begin with an explanation of the phrase, “teachers as lifelong leamers.” It
seems to me that teachers-as-lifelong-learners are not merely continuing to learn
throughout lifetime, as all people do, in one way or another I mean teachers whose

learning is deliberately focused, as that they (a) participate in continuing teacher



education, and (b) keep that they consciously strive to improve and validate their teaching
methods.

The criterion of continuing to learn throughout lifetime is not sufficient to
distinguish teachers who are performing as lifelong learners from those who are not,
because every teacher, like every live human being, is always learning (consciously or
unconsciously) something throughout life. The key issue involved in the concept of
teachers-as-lifelong-learners is that teachers need to adopt their knowledge continually in
order to teach successfully in a changing society. Of course, not every kind of learning
experience contributes to a teacher’s teaching performance, enhancing his/her
competence to cope with the challenges of his/her work in a changing society. It is rather
the kind of intentional learning for the purpose of teaching improvement that can help
teachers to cope with current challenges and as they present themselves to become
successful teachers. McClusky (1974) had elaborated the issue of intentional learning
required by people for adjusting to a changing society, pointing out:

It is now clear that man cannot cope with the over-powering fact of massive

change by a simplistic and uncritical (the accent here is on ‘uncritical’)

application of what has been learned in the past, nor can change be coped with by
resorting to a strategy of trial and error improvisation. Qur only hope lies in the

tl'%cil)ization of the fact that continuous change requires continuous education. (p.
McClusky’s choice of the term, continuous “education,” instead of continuous
“learning,” designates the boundaries of lifelong learning, excluding the spontaneous,
unplanned, or unconscious learning of everyday life, from the concept of lifelong
learning in the context of changing environment. “Education” refers to engagement of

purposeful learning or of “deliberative learning,” (Tough, 1971), that the learner has

clearly in mind an intent to make concerted efforts to gain and to retain certain particular



knowledge and skills. For a practicing teacher to perform as a lifelong learner, he or she,
therefore, continues to participate in on-going teacher education in which teachers are
involved in deliberative leamning for the purpose of teaching improvement.

Focusing on continuing teacher education that includes only intentional or
deliberative learing should not be interpreted as a denial of the role of other kinds of
teachers’ learning, such as unplanned learning, in teachers’ growth. Rather, it emphasizes
the significant impact of deliberative learning on teachers’ response and adaptation to a
rapidly changing environment. Continuing teacher education includes both planned
learning activities that are initiated by teachers themselves and programs offered by
accredited institutes of teacher education, such as, training programs or workshops for
teachers.

Cropley and Dave’s (1978) work inspired my thinking of the characteristics of the
teachers as lifelong learners. They identify four characteristics of the teachers as lifelong

learners as follows:

®

“[They] are aware of the need for lifelong education, and of its potential to
achieve significant changes in educational practice.... and to practice lifelong
education as a means of improving the quality of their own lives” (p. 37).

b. “[They] practice self-directed learning, and assume the responsibility for self-
initiated and self-directed inservice education....and, helping [their pupils] to
become lifelong learners” (p. 37).

c. “[They] integrate their own learning experiences by linking formal studies
with out-of-school, real-life experiences, and would seek to foster such
integration in the learning experiences of their pupils” (p. 38).

d. “[They] regard formal education structures as part of a wider life curriculum,
existing in society as a whole.... would emphasize the structure, processes and
key concepts of disciplines of study, not their specific facts” (p. 38).



The first two characteristics Cropley and Dave cite indicate that a practicing
teacher regularly participate in continuing teacher education and incorporate into their
teaching newly learned materials and/or methods where appreciate to their interests and
needs.

The third and fourth features of the Cropley/Dave list cites the concept of
teachers-as-lifelong-learners keeping central the goal of learning to teach by participating
in teacher education programs. It emphasizes that the teachers-as-lifelong-learners are not
merely motivated solely by their own development as teachers nor by insidental personal
derived from continuing learning but they do not drive themselves to learn only for that
reason. Whenever they engage themselves in inservice learning and educational
activities, they focus on significance and nature of the particular experience and its
applicability to their specific learning methodology and discipline.

Problem of Concern

I began to reflect on the problem — that practicing teachers are not strengthening
an attitude toward lifelong learning by their participation in continuing teacher education
-- after I worked on my practicum research several years ago. That research was inspired
by a conversation with my friend, Tai-Ang, an undergraduate cohort student in Taiwan,
in which we talked about what she had learned in a university-based summer professional
development program, a graduate program in school guidance that experienced secondary
school teachers attend for four summers.

I visited Tai-Ang at that summer institute. It was her third year in the program,
and she was busy writing a research proposal with her partner, Wei-Yi, another

undergraduate acquaintance. They were reviewing literature about metacognition and
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Tai-Ang asked me what metacognition really meant. I answered that metacognition was a
thinking mechanism which controlled and supervised humans’ attention and cognition.
"Thinking of it as a manager supervising labor in a factory", I advised. Tai-Ang thanked
me for my explanation but still looked puzzled. I tried to talk more to her but she stopped
me immediately.

She said she knew the definition of metacognition and was enthusiastic about
learning the concept from instructors in the summer program, that it was new to her and
helped her to appreciate the richness of her personal knowledge. She puzzled, however,
about how to use the concept in her own teaching. After she and Wei-Yi began writing a
research proposal for investigating the relationship between metacognition and teaching
practices, she was struggled with this problem more than she had before. She felt that
metacognition might be more useful to her if she were an educational researcher, who
could use the concept to understand the cognitive processes. It could also, she thought, be
more meaningful to her if she were a subject matter teacher, for example, a math teacher,
who could teach students metacognitive strategies of learning mathematics. Nevertheless,
as a middle-school counselor, she could not figure out what metacognition could mean to
her. “I could pretend to be an educational researcher or a subject matter teacher and write
a research proposal about metacognition,” Tai-Ang said. “This research proposal,
however, will become another required assignment if I don’t know at all how this concept
can help my own school work,” Tai-Ang criticized. Wei-Yi nodded with smiles.
Listening to Tai-Ang’s explanation, I then realized that she was not asking me for a
definition of metacognition, but wanted instead to find its relevance or usefulness to her

as a counseling teacher.



Tai-Ang's inquiry of her learning of metacognition led me to think that teachers'
perceptions of relevance of inservice learning to their own teaching seemed to be one of
their major concerns about their own learning. Tai-Ang was happy to be learning new
things. She could see the leamed concept related to a researcher's work or a school
subject matter teacher's teaching. She doubted her leaming, however, when she could not
see any relevance of the learning to her teaching as a school counselor. More specifically,
I found that Tai-Ang's frustration with her learning might have stemmed from a difficulty
of not being able to see relevance between her own learning and her students' learning.
Like many teachers, teacher educators, and educational researchers, Tai-Ang assumed
that the most important purpose of inservice teacher’s learning was to improve students'
learning through enhanced teaching (Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 1990). If a teacher’s
learning was not related to his/her teaching and to his/her pupils' learning, why was the
course called teacher learning?

Educational researchers have long recognized this problem of relevance. Writing
about typical university-based inservice programs, for example, Feiman-Nemser (1983)
noted:

If teachers find intellectual stimulation in formal study, they often have

trouble seeing the connection with their daily classroom work.... As a

result teachers do not adapt new approaches to their own teaching

situation and school practices do not change. (pp. 163- 164)

Being aware of the problem of relevance, I conducted my practicum research to
understand how experienced teachers perceived relevance and irrelevance between
inservice learning and their own school teaching. I visited the Taiwanese summer

program again two years my conversation with Tai-Ang and met 32 experienced teachers



who were taking a computer course in the program. I observed the group of teachers
learning in classroom and talked which them after classes. After instruction in the first
unit, Internet', was completed, I asked those teachers whether or not they found relevance
between learning about the Internet and their own teaching. If so, what relevance did they
see?

Most of the participant teachers could see relevance either by making connections
themselves or by rephrasing those connections pointed out by the course instructor. Yet
some of these teachers enjoyed learing in that course and some did not. Of particular
note were teachers who showed little interest or enthusiasm in their learning even though
they could describe the relevance of the leamning to their teaching. Some of the teachers
were nervous about assignments; some were angry at classroom instruction; some were
tired of copying a peer’s homework; some told me that they were too old to learn
computers; some told me that they did not want to commit to long-term learning
anymore. I was confused with what I saw and heard from their groups of teachers. If they
could perceive the relevance of inservice learning to their teaching, why were they not
appreciating learning as their peers were? Why were they not willing to commit to
another leamning journey even though they had achieved the tangible result of being able
to send an e-mail to a friend? I was surprised to realize that I had met a group of
practicing teachers who could learn but preferred not to do so at that moment, and
perhaps in the future. To some degree, the teachers seemed to be tuning their backs on

being lifelong learners and chose not enhance their attitude toward lifelong learning.

! Internet was not popularly used in secondary schools in Taiwan at that time. Most of the
participant teachers had no experience using Internet. The course instructor taught the group of
teachers how to send mail with e-mail software and to download files with FTP clients.
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My practicum research experience led me to think that the problem of practicing
teachers’ learning may not be simply a matter of relevance or usefulness. Rather, the
teachers’ more general attitudes toward learning appeared to be involved. I became
concerned with the problem that practicing teachers are not developing a positive attitude
toward lifelong learning after having participated in continuing teacher education.

Assumptions

I don’t think that there are any schoolteachers who would reject the concept that a
teacher ought to perform as a lifelong learner to be successful in a constantly changing
society. A disposition toward lifelong learning is, however, not something a teacher is
born with. Nor is such a disposition easy to obtain or to maintain. It is a challenge to any
adult in the teaching professions to commit to constant serious learning, partly because
deliberative learning requires hard work. We can always find excuses in our daily life to
keep ourselves from the effort regarding for continuing professional education.
Practitioners, practicing teachers in this case, need to foster an attitude toward and a habit
of lifelong learning through individual efforts as well as with supportive conditions. One
of the most important functions of continuing teacher education, hence, should be to help
practicing teachers develop an attitude toward lifelong learning. Unfortunately, some of
those teachers whom I observed and interviewed in my practicum research seemed not to
develop a positive attitude toward learning after their participation in the program. On the
contrary, the required educational activities seemed to push teachers away from learning.
This problem is not unique to the summer program that I observed. It is a problem

endemic to many educational systems. As Dewey (1938) pointed out:
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The experiences which were had, by pupils and teachers alike, were largely of a
wrong kind. How many students, for example, were rendered callous to ideas, and
how many lost the impetus to learn because of the way in which learning was
experienced by them? (p. 26)
Dewey emphasized the significant impact of the learning experience on the formation of
an attitude toward learning.

Experience does not go on simply inside a person. It goes on there, for it

influences the formation of attitudes of desire and purpose. (p. 39)

Of course, a practicing teacher’s learning experiences in a teacher education
program can not totally determine whether or not that teacher will continue to learn in the
future. The learner’s family situations, his teachers (teachers of teachers, in this case), his
nature intelligence as well as other personal traits may have an impact on the teacher’s
attitude toward learning (Houle, 1982). Nevertheless, learning experiences do play an
important role in shaping a teacher’s attitude toward learning. As Wight (1972) said:

We have feelings about what we are doing (or what is being done to us)

and develop attitudes toward the experience. If an experience is pleasant,

enjoyable, or rewarding, we develop positive attitudes toward it. If it is

painful or unpleasant, our reactions will be negative, and in the future we

tend to dislike, avoid, or reject whatever was associated with the

experience. If an experience means little or nothing to us, it is neither
positive nor negative and acquires neither an attractive nor an aversive

quality. (p. 2)

This dissertation is based on the assumption that an attitude toward lifelong
learning is most likely enhanced when the teacher finds his or her own learning
experiences meaningful. On the contrary, disappointing or frustrating learning

experiences typically hinder the teacher from becoming a lifelong learner.

11
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Purpose and Research Questions

My practicum research experience led me to consider the problem that practicing
teachers are not supported in their attempt to become lifelong learners by continuing
teacher education. I began to reflect on the relationship between teachers’ learning
experiences and the development of an attitude toward lifelong learning. I made the
assumption that an attitude toward lifelong learning is likely enhanced when teachers find
inservice learning experience meaningful. Beginning with this assumption, I explored the
characteristics of inservice learning experiences that teachers consider meaningful and
find supportive in developing an attitude toward lifelong learning. The research aimed to
identify and describe experienced teachers’ perceptions of meaningful learning
experiences in their continuing professional education.

Often, researchers or teacher educators begin with assumptions about what they
think is important for teachers to learn. They, of course, can define what kinds of learning
are meaningful or “healthy” to practicing teachers. They can not decide, however, what
kinds of learning teachers themselves find meaningful because teachers are adult learners
with perspectives subject to their unique experiences and roles. Only when we hear from
teachers’ voices, can we understand the kinds of learning they perceive as meaningful.
Hence, it is essential to identify the kinds of learning from the teachers’ own views.

Learning from my practicum research experience, I was also aware of the issue of
individual differences involved in teachers’ perceptions of their learning. As I mentioned
earlier in this chapter, some teachers appreciated learning about the Internet and looked
for other learning opportunities which other teachers were uninterested in the Internet,

even though they saw its relevance to their own schoolwork. Although they shared the

12
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same instructional activities and resources, the teachers seemed to have different leaming
experiences and different perceptions of their learning. Researchers (Prosser & Millar,
1989) have also recognized that the variation in the college students’ perceptions of their
learning is remarkable when the students are all in the same learning and teaching
situations. This research, therefore, took the issue of individual differences into account
for the purpose of describing the variance of practicing teachers’ perceptions of the
learning experiences that they find meaningful and supportive in developing an attitude
toward lifelong learning.

The following questions served as a focus for the study:

a. What kinds of inservice learning do experienced teachers find meaningful--
appreciate, believe to be worthwhile, want to experience again, and find

supportive in becoming willing to commit seriously to learning?

b. How do teachers who share instructional events differ in what they find learming

meaningful?

Significance of the Study
These research questions are worthy of study pursue for two reasons. First, the
research findings can add to our understanding and knowledge of practicing teachers'
perspectives on continuing leaming and education in the teaching profession. The
information obtained can serve as a foundation for further research on practicing

teachers’ development as lifelong learners. Second, teacher educators can build on this
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new understanding to design teacher education program which help practicing teachers to
become lifelong learners.

Most research on practicing teachers' learning has focused on whether teachers
acquire recommended skills and knowledge -- pedagogical techniques, subject-matter
content for teaching, or theoretical constructs believed to be important for teaching--
whether and how teachers' classroom practice changes, and various factors affecting
teachers' leaming. Less attention has been paid to the impact of learning experiences on
the teachers' disposition to pursue additional learning opportunities in the future.

Teachers' attitudes and beliefs have certainly not been ignored in research on
teachers' leaming (Richardson, 1996). Attitudes, beliefs, and prior knowledge are
considered key “independent” factors in learning. As Showers, Joyce, and Bennett (1987)
argued, for example:

Teachers bring to staff development their knowledge and skills, their

learning and teaching styles, and their personal characteristics such as

states of growth, conceptual flexibility, sense of efficacy and self-

concepts. They also bring perceptions about their needs and preferences
for certain kinds of staff development. (p. 79)

What teachers know and believe has been shown to have a profound influence on what
they learn—-how they make sense of various learning opportunities (e.g., Borko, Mayfield,
Marion, Flexer, & Cumbo, 1997; Heaton, 1992; Remillard, 1992). The more congruent a
teacher education program is with the teachers’ prior beliefs, the more likely it will
enhance the teachers’ learning in a particular domain (Tillema, 1995). The failure of
many inservice education opportunities has been attributed to their failure to meet

teachers’ perceived needs (Fullan, 1990).

14



Researchers have taken seriously the role of teachers' attitudes and beliefs in
assessing whether and how they learn. The impacts of various learning experiences on
teachers’ attitudes and dispositions toward learning, however, have received much less
attention. This study is an exploratory venture in that direction. It seeks to understand
what kinds of learning teachers find meaningful and supportive of their becoming
lifelong learners.

There is a common belief that teachers attend professional development
programs, just wanting “recipes”, asking only for practical techniques to use in their
classrooms. According to this common view, we can claim almost immediately that
meaningful learning to practicing teachers is the kind of learning from which teachers
learn practical techniques for teaching. In other words, the prime value of continuing
learning and education of teachers is its practicality, form the teachers’ viewpoint.

Doing my practicum research, I learned that some teachers were indeed looking
for practical skills or concrete directions for their teaching; other teachers were not asking
just for practicality, however. Does it really matter that inservice learning be closely
related to the teachers’ classroom work? How important is it for teachers to feel they are
gaining important new understanding compared with their acquisition of practical
techniques? There is a need for a research for the sake of better understanding the
variances in teachers’ perspectives on the subject of meaningful learning.

By understanding teachers' perspectives on meaningful learning, we can better
know what makes teachers want to continue to learn. Current inservice teacher education
program tend to use external rewards (e.g., salary increases or rank promotions) to

motivate teachers to learn, perhaps orienting teachers away from an intrinsic motivation
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to learn and failing to foster positive attitudes toward leaming. Recently, some
educational psychologists have emphasized the value aspects of motivation in education.
Jere Brophy (1999), for example, argued that educators should build learning
environments to help learners to appreciate the domain’s value and experience its
satisfaction so that the learners are willing to continue learning for its own sake. If
inservice learning experiences are meaningful to teachers, teachers may become lifelong
learners without relying on external rewards. Teacher educators could then build on these
new understandings to design teacher education program in which learning experiences
might be more consistent with teachers’ existing perspectives on meaningful learning, or
they might be designed to promote changes in teachers’ perspectives to develop a more
uniformly positive attitude toward lifelong learning.
Overview of the Study

In the chapter entitled Literature Review, I explained how I developed a
conceptual framework for understanding and describing learning experiences, as well as
citing characteristics of meaningful learning that researchers and practicing teachers have
identified in the past. In Chapter 3, I describe how I collected data in the field and
analyzed data during and after my fieldwork. In Chapter 4, I present the results of the
study. In Chapter $, I discuss the implications of the study and suggest directions for

further teacher education and research.
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CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This research focuses on the characteristics of learning experiences that teachers
find meaningful and supportive in becoming lifelong learners. Drawing from a
representative selection of definitions of experiences, this chapter presents a conceptual
framework for understanding meaningful learning experiences from two perspectives: (a)
the processes of interaction between the self and learning situations; and (b) the outcomes
of the interaction. This framework will be used for describing the kinds of learning that
the participant teachers found meaningful in continuing teacher education.

The issue of meaningful learning has fallen in and out of focus in educational
psychology, psychology, and philosophy at several times in the past. Researchers have
conceptualized meaningful learning in several ways and have pointed out several
characteristics of meaningful learning experiences. Drawing from this body of literature,
I describe the characteristics of meaningful learning from various researchers’
perspectives.

Although the issue of meaningfulness of learning has not been the main focus of
research on teachers’ learning, researchers have documented practicing teachers’
experiences in continuing teacher education and their comments on those experiences,
both positive and negative. In addition, teacher educators and researchers have discussed
the values of continuing leaming in the teaching profession. Drawing from these two
groups of literature, I present a selection of characteristics of learning experiences that are

meaningful to practicing teachers for their professional development.
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The characteristics of meaningful learning that are identified from the literature
will serve as a reference for understanding which characteristics of learning experiences
are important and unique to practicing teachers. The literature review is organized in
three sections: (a) A Framework for Understanding and Describing Leaming Experience;
(b) Characteristics of Meaningful Learning; and (c) Meaningful Learning for Practicing
Teachers.

A Framework for Understanding and Describing Learning Experience

Experience has been a major issue raised by researchers in the study of the mind.
The word —experience- is also widely used by people in everyday life. Experience,
however, defies easy definition. Many researchers have noticed the difficulty of
managing this term and have made efforts to define it clearly (Boud, Cohen, & Walker,
1993; Oakeshott, 1933). By reviewing the literature about the issue of human experience,
a framework can be developed for understanding and describing learning experience
from two aspects: (a) processes of interaction between the self and learning situations,
and (b) the outcomes of this interaction.

The Collins Cobuild English Language Dictionary (1987) captures two aspects of
experience. As a noun, experience is either a process of feeling something and being
affected by it, or knowledge in a particular area that one has gained over time. Whereas
experience is viewed as the process of a person’s feeling something and being affected by
it, it also implies that experience needs to be understood as a process involving an
interaction between a subject and an object. The notion of knowledge suggests describing

experience in terms of the outcome status of the subject after the process of interaction.
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Process of Interaction between the Self and Learning Situations

Scholars have emphasized experience as a whole, using both the subjective aspect
of the perception of mind as well as the objective aspect of knowledge gained overtime.
Dewey (1916), for example, viewed experience consisting of the two elements:

The nature of experience can be understood only by noting that it includes an

active and a passive element peculiarly combined. On the active hand, experience

is trying-a meaning which is made explicit in the connected term experiment. On
the passive, it is undergoing. When we experience something we act upon it, we
do something with it; then we suffer or undergo the consequences. We do
something to the thing then it does something to us in return: such is the peculiar
combination. The connection of these two phases of experience measures the
fruitfulness or value of the experience. Mere activity does not constitute
experience. It is dispersive, centrifugal, dissipating. Experience as trying involves
change, but change is meaningless transition unless it is consciously connected

with the return wave of consequences which flow from it. (p. 139)

The active element of experience, according to Dewey, is the way that an individual acts
on the learning situation; the passive element of experience refers to the consequence
responding to the individual. The “peculiar combination” of both active and passive
elements means the process of interaction between the subject and the object.

Of particular note is Dewey’s rejection of viewing experience as merely
sensation. Dewey derived his conception of experience from William James (1904) who
claimed that experience is double-barreled: subjective (experiencing) and objective (to be
experienced). Dewey (1925) argued that experience has objective and definitive
characteristics that can be described without reference to subjective perception of the self.
Dewey (1925) explained:

It is not experience which is experienced, but nature-stones, plants, animals,

diseases, health, temperature, electricity, and so on. Things interacting in certain

ways are experience; they are what are experienced. Linked in certain other ways

with another natural object-the human organism-they are how things are
experienced as well. (p. 4)
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What men do and suffer, what they strive, love, believe, and endure, and also how
men act and are acted upon, the ways in which they do and suffer, desire and
enjoy, see, believe, imagine-in short, processes of experiencing. “Experience”
denotes the planted field, the sowed seeds, the reaped harvests, the changes of
night and day, spring and autumn, wet and dry, heat and cold, they are observed,
feared, longed for; it also denotes the one who plants and reaps, who works and
rejoices, hopes, fears, plans, invokes magic or chemistry to aid him, who is
downcast or triumphant. It is “double-barrelled” in that it recognizes in its
primary integrity no division between act and material, subject and object, but
contains them both in an unanalyzed totality. (p. 10)

Dewey claimed that experience is an unanalyzed totality of interaction between act and
material, subject and object.

Like Dewey, Oakeshott (1933) viewed human experience as a concrete whole,
and furthermore claimed that there is no need to describe experience from both the
subjective and objective elements:

“Experience” stands for the concrete whole which analysis divides into

“experiencing” and “what is experienced”. Experiencing and what is experienced

are, taken separately, meaningless abstractions; they cannot, in fact, be separated.

Perceiving, for example, involves a something perceived, willing a something a

something willed.... The character of what is experienced is, in the strictest sense,

correlative to the manner in which it is experienced. These two abstractions stand
to one another in the most complete interdependence; they compose a single
whole. It would, then, be possible to build up one’s view of the character of
experience either from the side of experiencing, or from the side of what is
experienced; and it would be superfluous to do both, for whatever is true of the

one side will be true also of the other. (p. 9)

Oakeshoot’s opinion the issue of objective existence of the world. We know there are
things out there and they interact with each other. However, the characteristics of those
things are perceived through the mind. That is why Dewey claimed that experience is an
“unanalyzed totality “of interaction between subject and object and why Oakeshott argued
that the single whole can not be described from either side. The key issue involved in

these arguments is that the subjects perceive the objects; we are never sure how close the

perceived objects are to the physical existence of the objects. The “objects” of experience
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are the perceived objects, which are the interaction of self and the ontological objects.
Accordingly, the objects of learning experience are not materials or people in the learning
environment. Rather, the objects are the individual’s perception of the leaming
environment.
Dictionaries of psychology and philosophy also contain definitions of experience.
The Penguin Dictionary of Psychology (1985) points out the subjective and objective
elements of experience:
...some now use the term with reference to the real world, where experience is
characterized in terms of what is “out there” and others specifically use it only to
refer to personal subjective phenomena and the experience is characterized in
terms of what is “in the head.” (Reber, 1985, p. 257)
The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy (1994) also defines experience with
elements of objective entity and subjective existence:
Along with consciousness, experience is the central focus of the philosophy of
mind. Experience is easily thought of as a stream of private events, known only to
their possessor, and bearing at best problematic relationships to any other events,
such as happenings in an external world or similar streams in other processors.
The stream makes up the conscious life of the possessors. With this picture there
is a complete separation of mind and the world.... The aim of much recent
philosophy, therefore, is to articulate a less problematic conception of experience,
making it objectively accessible, so that the facts about how a subject experiences
the world are in principle as knowable as the facts about how the same subject
digests food. A beginning on this task may be made by observing that experiences
have contents: it is the world itself that they represent to us as being one way or
another, and how we take the world to be is publicly manifested by our words and
behavior. (Blackburn, 1994, p. 130)
Experiences refer to events through which a person lives with in his or her consciousness.
The events can be characterized in terms of both some existences out there in the world

and subjective phenomena inside the person’s head. The definitions of experience in the

psychology and philosophy dictionaries still emphasize the nature of experiences as the
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private perceptions of subjects who possess the events, but include the objective aspect of
events which is public to observers other than the possessors of the experiences.

Extending from this position, learning experience can be characterized in terms of
the objects interacting with the learner in the processes of leaming. The objects of a
learning condition in the processes of interaction can be the instructors’ and peers’
behavior (verbal or nonverbal), textbooks, syllabus, activities, assignments, and so forth.
Ramsden (1979, 1991) developed the Course Perception Questionnaires to identify
students’ perceptions of their learning environments. Ramsden (1979) identified eight
dimensions of learning environments (see Table 2.1). The first and most important factors
identified in his analysis were “lecturers’ understanding of students and commitment to
good teaching” (p. 416). Ramsden (1991) then modified the questionnaire in the 90’s,
identifying five characteristics of learning environment based on a nation-wide sample in
higher education in Australia (see Table 2.2).

Both the factors “relationships with students” and “commitment to teaching” in
the original questionnaire were combined into a single factor called “good teaching” in
the new form of this questionnaire. Both the factors “vocational relevance” and “social
climate” were not included in the new form. The factor “appropriate assessment” was
added to the revised form of the questionnaire.

To summarize, experience has been defined by researchers as an interaction

between subjects and objects.

22



Table 2.1

Dimensions of Learning Environments

Factors Items

Relationships Closeness to lecture/student relationships; help and understanding shown to

with students students.

Commitmentto  Commitment of staff to improving teaching and to teaching students at a level

teaching appropriate to their current understanding.

Workload Pressure placed on students in terms of demands of the syllabus and
assessment tasks.

Formal teaching  Formality or informality of teaching and learning (e.g. lecture v. individual

methods study).

Vocational Perceived relevance of courses to students’ careers.

relevance

Social climate
Clear goals and
standards

Freedom in
learning

Frequency and quality of academic and social relationships between students.

Extent to which standards expected of students are clear and unambiguous.

Amount of discretion possessed by students in choosing and organizing
academic work.

Source: Ramsden, 1979, p. 416.

Table 2.2

Scales of the Course Experience Questionnaire

Scales Example of Items

Good Teaching  Teaching staff normally gives helpful feedback on how you are doing.

Clear goals You usually have a clear idea of where you are going and what is expected of
you in this course.

Appropriate The sheer volume of work required in this course means you can’t comprehend

workload it all thoroughly (negatively scored).

Formal Formality or informality of teaching and learning (¢.g. lecture v. individual

teaching study).

methods

Appropriate Staff seems more interested in testing what you have memorized than what you

assessment have understood (negatively scored).

Emphasis on Students are given a lot of choice in the work they have to do.

independence

Source: Ramsden, 1991, p. 134.
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Outcomes of the Interaction

Many scholars share the view that experience is an outcome of the interaction
between the subject and the object. Albert Wight’s (1972) discussion of the affective
objectives of education is interesting, particularly in addressing the nature of experience
in terms of the subject’s perception of the outcomes of interaction. Wight argued that a
person has experiences that result in and are influenced by three mental structures:
dispositions to actions, personal guiding systems, and action orientation. This leads to the
person’s next action and in turn, form another experience. Wight claimed that an
experience is both cognitive and affective.

The cognitive aspect of experiences is the degree of meaningfulness (or how
central the experience is to the self); the affective dimension is the person’s felt reaction
to the experience. Weigh presented a U shape (Figure 2.1) to illustrate the relationship
between the two dimensions of experience:

If something has no meaning or importance for a person, his reaction is likely to

be one of complete indifference, neither positive nor negative. If an experience is

either positive or negative, it becomes meaningful. As something takes on
meaning for a person, his reaction will move up the vertical scale, following the
curve to the left or right, depending on whether the experience is positive

(unpleasant, enjoyable, rewarding, exciting, challenging, etc.) or negative

(unpleasant, punishing, threatening, anxiety-producing, etc.) (p. 4)

To Wight, experience is a person’s mental status with both of the dimensions of
affect and cognition. The affective dimension is the person’s feelings toward something.
The cognitive dimension is the distance between the object and the person’s self or the

degree of perceived meaningfulness. Experience, accordingly, seems to reside in the

person’s perceptions and feelings about the “something”.
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Positive/ Neutral/ Negative/
Attraction Indifference Aversion

Strong Weak | Weak Strong

MeanTgful

Central to Self/

Unimportant/
Meaningless

Figure 2.1. Two dimensions of experience.

Source: Wight 1972. p.3.

Like Wight, The Penguin Dictionary of Psychology (1985) also captures the
aspect of outcomes of interaction in explaining experience. It emphasizes the dimension

of cognition in terms of knowledge, however:

Basically, the term [experience] is used in ways commensurate with lay language;
thatis: 1. Any event through which one has lived. 2. The knowledge gained from

such participation in that event. 3. The sum total of knowledge accumulated.
(Reber, 1985, p. 257)

25



Viewing experience as gained knowledge does not merely refer to the individual’s
reactions to the consequence of an event. It refers to the individual’s growth as a result of
the process.

Recently, some researchers, while acknowledging the importance of the
interaction between objects and subjects, have emphasized the social and historical nature
of experience. They have added the notion that experience involves a process of
interpretation and evaluation of learning outcomes. That is, experience is not merely a
fact, but a value that includes the learning processes and the learning outcomes. For
example, Usher (1997) argued that:

Experience is being placed in a social reality which is always perceived

and comprehended as subjective, i.e., personal or “inside”. Experience,

then becomes the effect of an interaction between the world (social reality)

and the ongoing construction of subjectivity. The subjective engagement

with discourses, practices and institutions lends significance, i.e., value,

meaning and affect, to the event of the world. (p. 104)

It is difficult to see how selves could isolate their experience from its

implication in historicality, sociality and discursivity. Here, the metaphor

of experience as a ‘text’ has its use. To see experience in this way implies

that experience is something to be ‘read’ or interpreted, possibly with

great effort, and certainly with no final, definitive meaning. This must

itself presuppose an interpretive, meaning-conferring structure of which

selves (subject) are part. (p. 104)

Summary

All learning experiences include two facets: (a) processes of interaction between
the self and learning situations; and (b) the outcomes of this interaction. Learning
experiences can differ from each other in terms of the processes of the interaction

between the self and situations. Leaming experiences can also differ in terms of learning

outcomes. The next section explores a selection of characteristics of meaningful learning
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that researchers have already recognized regarding the two aspects of learning
experiences.
Characteristics of Meaningful Learning

Helping learners to take on meaningful learning has been a central goal of many
educational efforts and a challenging topic in research on learning and teaching. When
educational researchers discuss characteristics of meaningful learning, some state features
in terms of both desired leaming outcomes and leaming processes; others focus only on
the aspects of desired outcomes; some others just state the characteristics of learning
processes. Of particular note is the tendency of most researchers to focus on desired
outcomes of learning more than on describing the features of learning processes.

The issue of meaningful learning can be traced in Gestalt psychologists’ work in
contrast with the views of associationist theories of learning in the 1930’s. Wertheimer
(in Katona, 1940) defined the essentials of learning in terms of understanding whereas the
associationists’— defined learning in terms of repeated associations between conditioned
responses and stimuli. Wertheimer described the characteristics of sensible learning from
the aspect of learning outcomes:

Every good teacher enjoys teaching and learning when really sensible

learning takes place: when eyes are opened, when real grasping, real

understanding occurs, when the transition takes place from blindness or

ineptness to orientation, understanding, mastery; and when, in the course

of such happenings, mind develops. (p. v)

All of these characteristics (i.e., eyes are opened, real grasping, real understanding

occurs, transition from blindness or ineptness to orientation, understanding, mastery, and

mind develops) are adjectives of learning outcomes. They are forms of learning outcomes
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that Wertheimer desired and valued. They also can be interpreted as characteristics
representing the aspect of learning processes, for example “real grasping.”

Following Wertheimer, Katona (1940) conducted experiments to make a
qualitative distinction between what he called “senseless learning,” the kind of learning
studied by the associationists, and “meaningful learning” the type of learning of interest
to the Gestalt psychologists. Katona (1940) contrasted the two kinds of learning
processes:

Let us say: there are two kinds of learning. Connections established by the

conditioned-reflex techniques or by repeating the same contents or responses over

and over again, as in all forms of drill, are characteristic of one kind of learning.

Then we draw a thick dividing line. On the other side of the barrier we find

processes of leamning that are described by expressions such as “apprehension of

relations,” “understanding of a procedure,” “insight into a situation.” ...

”Senseless” may be written on one side of the line where there is the depository of

connections, and “meaningful” on the other side, where the achievement brought

about by learning may be called understanding. (pp. 5-6)
When Katona described senseless learning, he pictured the learner’s action in the
processes of learning, that is, drilling the same contents or responses. When describing
the characteristics of meaningful leaming, however, he described both the aspect of
learning processes and the desired learning outcomes. The characteristics-- apprehension
of relations, understanding of a procedure, and insight into a situation--represent
learners’ actions (i.e. apprehend, understand, and gain insight) and the experienced
objects (i.e., relations, a procedure, a situation) in the processes of learning. However,
these characteristics also refer to some achievement after learning--the desired outcomes
of learning. In addition, Katona concluded that the achievement brought about by

[meaningful] leaming may be called understanding, which is a characteristic representing

the outcomes of learning.



Therefore, meaningful learning, according to both Wertheimer and Katona, is
learning through which learners achieve understanding and their minds develop as a
result. Meaningful learning is a process in which the learner understands relations,
procedures, or situations rather than repeatedly drilling contents.

Like Gestalt psychologists, psychologists taking cognitive perspectives on
learning disagree with associationists’ perspectives on learning and define the
characteristics of meaningful learning for school learning. David Ausubel (1968), for
instance, argued that meaningful learning should replace rote learning in classrooms. In
terms of both learning outcome and process, Ausubel (1968) defined meaningful learning
as a process that “involves the acquisition of new meanings, and new meanings,
conversely, are the products of meaningful learning” (p. 37). The learner’s acquisition of
new meanings is the characteristic of outcome of meaningful learning; acquiring new
meanings is the characteristic of the process of meaningful learning. Unlike Wertheimer
and Katona who use “understanding” to characterize meaningful learning, Ausubel
(1968) illustrated that the acquisition of new meanings requires two elements: (a)
potential meaningful learning task or material; and (b) meaningful learning set. Potential
meaningful learning task refers to the symbolically expressed ideas that can be related in
nonarbitrary and substantive fashion to the learner’s current knowledge structure.
Meaningful learning set refers to the learner’s current disposition to relate the new
learning material nonarbitrarily and substantively. Ausubel (1968) therefore, defines
meaningful learning as a process in which:

symbolically expressed ideas are related in a nonarbitrary and substantive

(nonverbatim) fashion to what the learner already knows, namely, to some

existing relevant aspect of his structure of knowledge (for example, an image, an
already meaningful symbol, a concept, or a proposition). (pp. 37-38)
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On the other hand, rote learning takes place:

if the learning task consists of purely arbitrary associations, as in paired-associate,

puzzle-box, maze, or serial learning; if the leamner lacks the relevant prior

knowledge necessary for making the learning task potentially meaningful; and
also (regardless of how much potential meaning the task has), if the learner adopts

a set merely to internalize it in an arbitrary, verbatim fashion (that is, as an

arbitrary series of words). (p. 24)

The contrast of the two kinds of learning shows that the relationship between the learning
task and the learner’s current status of knowledge is the major criterion to distinguish a
meaningful learning experience from rote learning.

In sum, the characteristics of meaningful learning described by Ausubel include
acquisition of new meanings (the aspect of learning outcome) and the connections
between learning tasks and the learner’s current structure of knowledge in the process of
acquiring meanings.

Following Ausubel’s analysis of the nature of meaningful and rote learning,
educational psychologists have continued to explore the nature of learning that is
meaningful to learners. More recent education efforts and research have focused on the
concept of understanding. Jere Brophy (1989), for example, synthesized the notion of
meaningful understanding:

Schooling should be designed not merely to cause students to memorize

factual information and reproduce it on cue in response to test or

assignment questions, but should expose the students to coherent bodies of

information organized around key concepts and generalizations that are

related to one another and to the students' prior knowledge and experience,

so that the students find the learning meaningful and are able to apply it in

relevant situations in and out of school. (p. x)

The notion of students who “memorize factual information and reproduce it on cue in

response to test or assignment questions” is similar to the rote learning, described by
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Ausubel, in which the leamer acquires learning material in an arbitrary, verbatim fashion.
The characteristics of meaningful understanding described by Brophy, on the other hand,
extend Ausubel’s concep. In terms of process, Brophy emphasized: (a) exposing students
to key concepts connected and coherent to each other; and (b) helping students relate
learned concepts to their prior knowledge and experience. In terms of outcomes of
learning for meaningful understanding, Brophy focused on students finding learning
meaningful and being able to apply it in new situations.

Dewey (1938) also discussed the issue of the school learning experiences that can
extend an individual’s lifelong development. Dewy argued that the quality of any
schooling experiences has two aspects: an immediate aspect of agreeableness or
disagreeableness and its influence upon later experiences. He claimed that many learning
experiences are mis-educative because they limit the individual’s further growth even
though those experiences seem to be currently agreeable or joyful:

An experience may be such as to engender callousness; it may produce
lack of sensitivity and responsiveness. Then the possibilities of having
richer experience in the future are restricted. Again, a given experience
may increase a person’s automatic skill in a particular direction and yet
tend to land him in a groove or rut; the effect again is to narrow the field
of further experience. An experience may be immediately enjoyable and
yet promote the formation of a slack and careless attitude; this attitude
then operates to modify the quality of subsequent experiences so as to
prevent a person from getting out of them what they have to give. Again,
experiences may be so disconnected from one another that, while each is
agreeable or even exciting in itself, they are not linked cumulatively to one
another. Energy is then dissipated and a person becomes scatter-brained.
Each experience may be lively, vivid, and “interesting,” and yet their
disconnectedness may artificially generate dispersive, disintegrated,
centrifugal habits. The consequence of formation of such habits is inability
to control future experiences. (pp. 25-26)
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In Dewey’s opinion, immediate enjoyment of a learning experience is not enough to
decide whether or not that experience is worthwhile in education. It is the increase of
ability and desire for continuous growth out of subsequent experiences that determine the
quality of school learing experiences.

Continuity of growth is one characteristic of educative experience pointed out by
Dewey (1938) in his two-criteria (i.e. continuity and interaction) model of experience for
discriminating educative experiences from mis-educative ones. As Dewey explained:

[E]very experience both takes up something from those which have gone before
and modifies in some way the quality of those which come after. (p. 35)

The difference between an educative experience and a mis-educative one is dependent on
whether the forms and direction of growth promote or retard growth in general:

Does this form of growth create conditions for further growth, or does it set up

conditions that that shut off the person who has grown in this particular direction

from the occasions, stimuli, and opportunities for continuing growth in new

directions? (p. 36)

Dewey (1938) listed the characteristics of educative experience in terms of the criterion
of continuity:

An experience arouses curiosity, strengthens initiative, and sets up desires and

purposes that are sufficiently intense to carry a person over dead places in the

future, continuity work in a very different way.... (p. 38)

The three characteristics- arousing curiosity, strengthening initiative, setting up
desires and purposes to carry a person over dead places in the future- can be observed
from the aspects of both learning outcomes and processes.

“All human experience is ultimately social; that it involves contact and

communication”(p. 38), Dewey (1938) claimed, and accordingly, he pointed out the

interaction between subjective and objective conditions as the second criterion to
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discriminate an educative experience from a mis-educative one. The subjective
conditions consist of an individual’s personal needs, desires, purposes, and capacities in a
particular situation and time. The objective conditions are the parts of situations that
interact with the individual’s personal conditions, including:

persons with whom he is talking about some topic or event, the subject talked

about being also a part of the situation; or the toys with which he is playing; the

book he is reading. . .; or the materials of an experiment he is performing. The
environment, in other words, is whatever conditions interact with personal needs,
desires, purposes, and capacities to create the experience which is had. (Dewey,

1938, pp. 43-44)

Considering the quality of interaction between an individual’s internal and
objective conditions, Dewey (1938) defined educative experiences as involving issues of
social control, self-control, and an individual’s freedom of thought, desire, and purpose.
An educative experience is one from which an individual can achieve self control in
terms of possessing the freedom of intelligence (that is, freedom of observation, freedom
of judgement excised on behalf of purposes) in a learning environment well controlled by
the educator.

Humanists such as Carl Rogers (1961) also criticized the problems of rote
learning in school arguing that helping students to experience significant learning should
be the educator’s goal. Rogers defined significant learning in psychotherapy but thought
it could be applied to education:

By significant learning I mean learning which is more than an

accumulation of facts. It is learning which makes a difference — in the

individual's behavior, in the course of action he chooses in the future, in

his attitudes and in his personality. It is a pervasive learning which is not

just an accretion of knowledge, but which interpenetrates with every
portion of his existence. (Rogers, 1961, p. 280)
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Rather than emphasizing the quality of cognition, Rogers' concept of significant
learning highlights the change of the whole person through learning. A particular leaming
experience is meaningful to the extent that it changes the way a person perceives or
behaves. In sum, Rogers’ concept of significant learning provides a characteristic of
meaningful learning from the aspect of learning outcomes: change of action, thoughts,
and personality of a person.

Rogers (1961) then described the characteristics of conditions necessary for
significant learning. First, the learner is aware of a problem that he or she is facing and
perceives it as a serious and meaningful problem. Second, the instructors are honest and
engaged in the teaching-learning relationship. The instructors mean what they say and
express what they deeply feel. Third, the instructors express warm caring, acceptance,
and unconditional positive regards toward the leaers. The instructors, therefore, provide
the learners a safe climate for learning. A fourth condition for significant learning is the
instructors’ empathic understanding of the learners’ world and experiences. The more the
instructors understand the learners, the more clearly they can communicate with each
other. The fifth condition is that the learners perceive the instructors’ congruence,
acceptance, and empathy. Unlike Dewey who merely pointed out the elements of the
learning condition, Rogers captured characteristics of the processes of meaningful
learning. Of particular note is his emphasis on the instructors’ characteristics and their
relationship with the learners during the processes of interaction between the instructors
and the leamners.

Beginning with Rogers’ concept of significant learning, Brookfield (1987) has

studied adult learning, identifying four characteristics of significant personal learning:
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(a) the learners recognize their lives being re-shaped significantly by the learning
experiences; (b) the learners used self-reflection when facing a major life crisis; (c) the
learners have re-defined some aspects of the self;, and (d) the learners question their
previous values or beliefs. Unlike Roger’s emphasis on the role of instructors in the
processes of leamning, Brookfield instead focuses on the outcomes of learning in terms of
self-changes.

Research focusing on meaningful learning is not limited to research using the
exact term, meaningful learning. Relevance and meaningfulness are two major constructs
used in researchers’ discussion of meaningful learning. In their conceptions of these two
terms, researchers also describe characteristics of meaningful learning that will motivate
learners to seek further learning opportunities.

Keller (1984) defined relevance as one of the conditions of learning that have to
be met for learners to become and remain motivated to learn. He claimed that the
learners’ perceived relevance of instruction can come from either the learning content or
from the way it is taught. If course instruction provides an individual learner
opportunities to satisfy his or her needs, the learner has a feeling that “this course is for
me,” and perceives the learning as relevant. Relevance refers to those things (i.e., taught
content or the learning processes) which the learners “perceive as instrumental in meeting
needs and satisfying personal desires, including the accomplishment of personal goals”
(Keller, 1987, p. 379). If learners’ needs were not satisfied or their goals were not
achieved through a particular learning activity, that learning would not be considered
relevant. Keller’s conception of reference represents those people who carry the

pragmatic perspective as a premise to learning: they would only consider learning
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meaningful when it is consistent with their previous needs or goals which are already in
mind.

Within the field of instructional design, scholars have used the principle of
meaningfulness as a guide to motivate learners to promote transfer (Reigeluth, 1983;
Yelon, 1996). Reigeth considered learning to be meaningful if it involved learners
relating new knowledge to their prior knowledge. Later, Yelon (1996) in a definition
broader than Keller’s, defined meaningful instruction as:

helping students make a connection between a topic to be learned and the

students' past experiences, present situations (needs, interests, values), and future

goals to motivate the students to learn, as well as to use their newly acquired

knowledge. (p. 7)

Similarly, researchers in the field of curriculum development have considered the
problems of boredom (Rowles, 1981) and decontextualization (Darlington & Dake,
1994). They tried to increase meaningfulness of course instruction by integrating
disciplines into related curriculum and by situating course instruction in the contexts of
everyday living.

These educational psychologists’ conceptualization of relevance and
meaningfulness cluster around two major characteristics: intentionality of human
behavior and subjectivity of individuals' cognition in learning situations. From those
researchers' perspectives, learners were not only learning to get needs satisfied, but were
setting goals for their learning and evaluating the importance of engaging in that learning.

Some scholars have considered meaningfulness as a much broader context--the
meaningfulness of a serious life. Meaningfulness of learning is related to how a person

views the meanings of life. Klinger (1977), for example, who investigated people's sense

of life meaning, viewed meaningfulness as an individual's incentives:
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When it comes right down to specifying what makes their lives
meaningful, people turn to the incentives in their lives- the personal
relationships, job goals, recreational activities, inner experiences, and
simple daily pleasure that people spend most of their time pursuing and
enjoying. The more of these that occupy them, the more meaningful their
lives feel and happier their mood. Meaningfulness seems to arise out of
people's relationships to their incentives; these, therefore, would seem to
be the place to look for its sources and effects. (pp. 9-10)

Klinger’s view on meaningfulness implies that a person feels his or her life
meaningful when the person possesses goals to achieve. Klinger’s interpretation of
meaningfulness as incentive is similar to the instructional design researchers’ emphasis
on goal concept when they defined meaningfulness. However, he claimed that to have
goals be achieved is not enough to make a person feel his or her life meaningful. The
achievement of the goal should bring about affective involvement and excitement, as
Klinger (1977) explained:

they derive their sense of meaningfulness from involvements with

significant incentives, incentives that are still fresh and powerful enough

to command affective responses. In contrast, people become unhappy in

various ways when their life situations fail to provide them with these

sources of meaning, either because people lack the necessary personal

relationships, goods, abilities, or freedoms, or because the incentives

available to them have lost their power to command affect. Thus, when

someone repeats a satisfying activity to the point of satisfaction and it
leads to no further goals beyond itself, it comes to feel futile. (p. 314)

Summary

Through reflecting on this varied literature on meaningful learning, I noticed
several characteristics of meaningful learning either in terms of learning outcomes that
are desired by the learners or in terms of leaming processes that are valued by them.
Growth of intelligence and change of personality are the crucial features of leaming

outcomes that make the learning experience meaningful and valuable. The kind of growth
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or change is explained broadly as “eyes opened,” “mind developed,” “achievement of
understanding,” or “acquisition of new meanings.” Growth can also be observed when
the learner has related new knowledge to their prior knowledge, met current incentives,
achieved personal goals, and been able to apply learned knowledge to a new situation.
Meaningful learning is also described as a process in which the learner is helped to
become curious, to understand, to find new meanings, and to make connections between
topics. Instructors’ personality and their relationship to learners have been emphasized by
researchers characteristics of learning situations in which there are meaningful learning
processes.
Meaningful Learning for Practicing Teachers

Although issues of meaningfulness of learning have not been the main focus of
research on teachers’ learning, there has been literature documenting teachers’
perceptions of their inservice learning and those learning experiences, which they find
valuable.
Growth on Teaching Professional and on Self: The Outcomes of Meaningful Learning

Lange and Burroughs-Lange (1994) interviewed 12 experienced elementary
school teachers in Australia. They asked the teachers to talk about the memorable
experiences in their professional lives. They found four characteristics of significant
experiences that experienced teachers considered salient and memorable in professional
development:

a. Individual perception of the professional challenge;

b. Gaining an understanding of the nature of the professional challenge;

c. Having access to sources for resolving the challenge and for extending

professional learning;

d. Adopting strategies for resolving uncertainty which in many cases lead to
professional growth. (p. 622)

38



The issue of professional growth is central. It contains having an awareness and
understanding of the professional challenges, and adopting strategies for eliminating
uncertainty and solving the challenge.

Teachers often raise the issue of practicality when explaining why some in-
service learning experiences are worthwhile and others are meaningless. For example,
Day (1993) interviewed a group of practicing teachers about their experiences
participating in several types of professional development programs. Teachers’ learning
activities included: sharing a day's course with other schools; visiting other schools to
look at aspects of good practice; taking time out with a colleague to put together a
syllabus; visiting colleagues in other classrooms in their own schools; exchanging
materials between schools; in-school training days; and out-of-school training programs.

Day (1993) reported on the negative sides of teachers' responses to course
learning:

Some of the courses that are run are not as practically relevant to us as

we'd like them to be. There's a lot of theory, whereas what we're mainly

concerned about is getting in there and doing it at ground level. (p. 128)

Some of the courses tend to be overbalanced by the theory of it and not

heavily committed enough to the practical application in school, which for

the classroom teacher is the priority. (p. 128)

On the positive side, some teachers valued the course learning, for example:

The course I went to was most worthwhile. It was over five Mondays. ..

We had two days looking at the National Curriculum, and coming up with

ideas that he gave us, instead of trying to pick our brains to see what we

did...I've tried a lot of the ideas out with the class...and that course

renewed my thinking... (p. 128)

For me it's been a great self development to be able to participate in the

science course. It broadened my horizons... and opened up vistas for me

as an infant teacher that I would never have thought possible... You're
learning different things by meeting other colleagues, by observing what
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other people are doing... Whilst you're learning anything, what ever it is, if

it's contributing towards school, you're developing your skills as a teacher,

you're learning different things. (p. 129)
Davies (1993) reported in-service teachers' reflections on their learning about action
research:

There was a lot of value. It widened my experience and gave me deeper

insights- a greater knowledge of my colleagues and what makes things

tick. It was psychologically useful...It made me reassess myself-I had to

come to terms with myself. I had to go from being a qualified teacher who

knew it all to someone plunged into a new situation in an environment I

usually thought of as safe. I had to reorganize myself and change my

thinking. And sometimes with a longing for a return to the familiar old

ways. It was all very difficult but very challenging...It widened and

deepened my understanding of the parameters of education-- it was about

introducing experience that would be educational for pupils and teachers

alike...The project was heartening in that it seemed something was getting

done. It was not static; it was a process evolving. (p. 148)
These teachers’ words remind me that some experienced teachers find learning
meaningful because it entails deep reflection on and discovery of the self. Their focus
seems to be on something more than practicality for teaching, and particularly on new
ideas. The statements from Day’s teachers give the impression that practicing teachers
value learning that is closely related to their school teaching. Some teachers emphasized
the practical “action,” whereas others were satisfied with the experience of renewing their
thinking and ideas about learning, teaching, or schooling.

Doyle and Ponder (1977) analyzed evidence from several studies of in-service
education to understand why teachers did or did not adopt teaching practices
recommended by the in-service training. They concluded that teachers’ perceptions of

practicality might influence their decision regarding adoption of the recommendations.

Teachers’ perceived practicality refers to “an expression of teacher perceptions of the



potential consequences of attempting to implement a change proposal in the classroom”
(p.6). The concept of perceived practicality, seems to be close to Keller’s (1984) concept
of relevance which was defined as instrumental for accomplishing personal goals.

This concept helps to understand what teachers mean by practical. If teachers
foresee the potential consequences of the use of leamed skills or knowledge, they will be
more likely to try it and will be more likely to view the learning as meaningful. This
utilitarian perspective on learning is reminiscent of Whitehead's (1929) concept of inert
ideas or so-called inert knowledge. Whitehead defined inert ideas as "ideas that are
merely received into the mind without being utilized, or tested, or thrown into fresh
combinations" (pp.1-2). He claimed that ideas or knowledge are positively harmful if not
utilized: "By utilizing an idea, I mean relating it to that stream, compounded of sense
perceptions, feelings, hopes, desires, and mental activities adjusting thought to thought,
which forms our life" (p.4). Both concepts of perceived practicality and inert ideas imply
that learning can become a meaningful experience only when it performs functions in
everyday life.

The following concepts--perceived professional needs, teachers' concerns, and
teaching priority--are not directly related to the definition of meaningfulness of learning.
Those concepts, however, might play roles in teachers' explanation of why a particular
learning experience is meaningful. For example, a teacher may perceive a particular
learning experience as meaningful because it satisfied his or her current professional
needs. Another teacher may find a learning experience meaningful because that learning
provide opportunities allowing the teacher to work on his or her lasting concern of

teaching.
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Perceived professional needs. Researchers tried to understand what teachers
perceive as their needs for learning to teach better. For example, Abu Bakar et al. (1995)
used The Science Teacher Inventory of Need (STIN; Abu Bakar et al., 1988), which they
developed to investigate science teachers' perceived professional needs. They defined
this concept as the “felt discrepancy between what a person wants and what he or she
has" (Abu Baker ET al., 1995, p.2). Thus, the perceived professional needs of science
teachers are the things the science teachers feel they need to successfully fulfill their
professional roles. The inventory includes teachers' perceived needs in the following
domains:

a.  specifying objectives for science instruction

b.  diagnosing and evaluating leamners in science instruction

c.  planning science instruction

d.  delivering science instruction

e.  managing science instruction

f.  administering science instructional facilities and equipment

g.  self-improvement as a science teacher.

Teachers’ concerns. Fuller (1969, Fuller & Bown, 1975) investigated teachers'
concerns. He found that, compared with pre-service or beginning teachers, most
experienced teachers were more concerned with pupils than with the teaching situation
or with self. This research supports the view that experienced teachers might view
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