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Abstract
The purpose of this research was to develop an inclusive evaluation of ‘‘transfor-
mative learning theory’’ that encompassed varied perspectives of transformative
learning. We constructed a validated quantitative survey to assess the potential
outcomes and processes of how transformative learning may be experienced by
college-educated adults. Based on a review of the rational/cognitive, extrarational,
and social/emancipatory perspectives of transformation learning theory, the survey
reflects the assumptions underlying these perspectives through survey items and
allows the survey to be used in multiple contexts both inside and outside the formal
classroom. Survey development included a comprehensive review of the literature,
external review by experts in adult education, focus groups for clarification of the
items, the calculation of interitem correlations for each scale and cross-scale corre-
lations, and the calculation of Cronbach’s a reliability coefficients. This survey has
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the potential to advance the study of transformative learning by being inclusive of
several existing theoretical perspectives that have common outcomes.

Keywords
transformation, personal transformation, transformative education, survey research,
assessment of transformative learning

Over the last 35 years, transformative learning theory has been investigated exten-

sively in a variety of settings, significant life experiences, and across a range of

populations. Most research on the process and outcomes of transformative learning

has been qualitative in nature and has relied on retrospective interviews as a means

of data collection. The prevalent philosophical orientation to research has been rooted

in constructivism, where ‘‘research constructs an understanding of the phenomenon of

interest from the perspectives of those who experienced it’’ (Merriam & Kim, 2012,

p. 58). However, recently there have been several emerging trends in research designs

in the study of transformative learning, including a greater sophistication of qualitative

designs (narrative inquiry, autoethnography, case study), longitudinal studies, action

research, and mixed methods (Taylor & Snyder, 2012).

The study of transformative learning appears to be at a turning point. The research

has emphasized basic interpretive methodologies conducted with small groups of par-

ticipants using inductive thematic analysis (Taylor & Snyder, 2012). There appears to

be commonly accepted outcomes of transformative learning across definitions and per-

spectives with different ways of reaching those outcomes—cognitive, intuitive, arts

based, and ideology critique (Brookfield, 2000; Dirkx, 2012; Lawrence, 2012). We see

these perspectives as complementary ways of working toward common transformative

outcomes, such as greater openness and inclusion. It is this understanding that led us to

this project; that is, of finding a way to bring together the perspectives on transformative

learning in a meaningful way and exploring a way of assessing both the common out-

comes and the variety of processes for reaching those outcomes.

The intent of the article is to share the development of a reliable and valid self-

report survey for assessing transformative learning that begins to offer clarity to the

outcomes of transformative learning and its relationship to the processes of transfor-

mation. We discuss the process of conceptualizing and operationalizing transforma-

tive learning theory, discuss what we have learned from the development of the

survey, and provide an overview of work to be completed. The merging of various

perspectives related to transformative learning has the potential to help to address a

major concern raised by Brookfield (2000, p. 139) and others about the ‘‘misuse of

the word transformation to refer to any instance in which reflection leads to a deeper,

more nuanced understanding of assumptions.’’

Thinking through the nature of a self-report survey led us to see transformative

learning as a distinct form of learning and teaching in relationship to other adult
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learning theories (Cranton & Taylor, 2012; Newman, 2012). Practically, a survey

instrument offers educators and scholars the means to determine more accurately

what strategies have the potential to foster transformative learning.

Theoretical Framework

The diverse theoretical perspectives about transformative learning bring a rich com-

plexity to our understandings of transformation but also may have the tendency to

encourage the categorization of perspectives; that is, to attempt to create distinct

points of view on what transformative learning is. In our survey development,

we hoped to bridge these perspectives, following the suggestion from Cranton and

Taylor (2012, p. 3): ‘‘A more unified theory allows us to continue to speak of trans-

formative learning while maintaining the diversity of approaches that are so impor-

tant to the complexity of the field of adult education.’’ This means that the process

of transformative learning may vary according to context and those involved; how-

ever, we see the outcome for all conceptions to be similar—that is, developing a

more inclusive, discriminating, and permeable worldview (Mezirow, 1991).

Operating from this assumption, the items on this survey reflect and include three

dominant conceptions of transformative learning (Cranton, 2006). One is the cogni-

tive/rational perspective (Mezirow, 1991) that emphasizes rationality, critical reflec-

tion, and ideal conditions for discourse. This is a constructivist and universal view

of learning, explaining a process of constructing and appropriating new or revised

interpretations of the meaning of one’s experience with a goal of greater personal

autonomy and independence. Criticisms of this model have centered predominantly

on its minimal attention to other ways of knowing, overemphasis on rationality, and

lack of attention to power and social change.

The second perspective has been called an extrarational perspective (Dirkx, 1998;

Lawrence, 2012; Tisdell, 2000); it emphasizes the emotive, imaginal, spiritual, and

arts-based facets of learning, those that reach beyond rationality. Dirkx (2001)

extends the work of Boyd and Myers (1988) who followed a Jungian approach to

describe how symbols, images, and archetypes play a role in personal discernment

and illumination as individuals work with unconscious content. This view of trans-

formative learning recognizes personal, intuitive, and imaginative ways of knowing

that lead to individuation (the development of the self as separate from, but inte-

grated with, the collective of humanity). Other theorists and writers go beyond the

rational in different ways; for example, Tisdell describes transformation as a spiri-

tual process, and Lawrence focuses on arts-based learning.

The third is the social critique perspective (Brookfield, 2012; Freire, 1970) that

emphasizes ideological critique, unveiling oppression, and social action in the con-

text of transformative learning. This view is about developing an ‘‘ontological voca-

tion’’ (Freire, 1970, p. 12); a theory of existence, which views people as subjects,

not objects, who are constantly reflecting and acting on the transformation of their

world so it can become a more equitable place for all to live. Its goal is social
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transformation by ‘‘demythzing’’ reality, where the oppressed develop critical con-

sciousness. Four broad concepts/methods are central to fostering emancipatory

transformative learning: (a) centrality of critical reflection with a purpose of redis-

covering power and helping learners develop an awareness of agency to transform

society and their own reality, (b) a liberating approach to teaching couched in

‘‘acts of cognition not in the transferral of information’’ (p. 67), (c) a ‘‘problem-

posing’’ (p. 70) and dialogical methodology, and (d) a horizontal student–teacher

relationship where the teacher works on equal footing with the students. This view

emphasizes social transformation over personal change.

We derived the outcomes and process items for the survey directly from these

theoretical conceptualizations and obtained expert reviews from those scholars

working within each conceptualization (see Survey Development section). This

allowed us to operationalize transformative learning in a flexible way that main-

tained the diversity of approaches.

Research on Transformative Learning Surveys

In beginning of this project, the first task involved recognizing and reviewing the

growing application of surveys and questionnaires related to transformative learning

(Brock, 2010; Morris & Faulk, 2007; Stevens, Gerber, & Hendra, 2010). The most

popular survey, the Learning Activities Survey Questionnaire (King, 2009a), has

seen applications in a variety of contexts over the last decade (e.g., Brock, 2010;

Glisczinski, 2007; Hodge, 2010; Johnson & Nelson, 2010; King, 1999, 2000,

2003, 2004, 2009a, 2009b). Its purpose is to identify ‘‘whether adult learners have

had a perspective transformation in relation to their educational experience; and if so,

determining what learning activities have contributed to it’’ (King, 2009a, p. 14).

Although originally developed for research in higher education, it has been continu-

ally modified for use in a variety of other educational settings (e.g., adult English

as a Second Language Learning [ESL], grief, educational technology, professional

development, competency-based management training). Despite the wide applica-

tion of this instrument, validity and reliability have not been established to capture

the process and outcome of transformative learning. More specifically, the survey

has not been operationalized to determine the psychological constructs of transfor-

mative learning. King’s survey predominantly uses a reconstruction of the terminol-

ogy found in the theory of transformative learning (e.g., Mezirow) and seems to

overlook the extensive qualitative research available on ‘‘how people typically

make meaning of transformative experiences’’ (Taylor & Snyder, 2012, p. 47).

As a result, it does not address alternative orientations of transformative learning

(e.g., extrarational, emancipatory). Most significantly, even though the Learning

Activities Survey has been reviewed by experts for face validity, there is no statis-

tical evidence substantiating its reliability or content validity.

Another approach to assessing transformative learning, although found among

fewer studies, has been the application of established instruments to identify a
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particular aspect of change. For example, Cragg, Plotnikoff, Hugo, and Casey

(2001), who studied the professional resocialization of RN to BSN, used the Profes-

sional Values Scales (Jacobsen & Sabritt, 1983) to capture change in professional

attitude as students completed a baccalaureate degree via distance education. Other

studies include the Frommelt Attitude Toward Care of the Dying (Mallory, 2003)

Scale and the Ethics of Health Care survey (Goldie, Schwartz, & Morrison, 2005)

that were used to ‘‘measure significant change in perspectives about palliative care

among medical and nursing students’’ (Taylor, 2007, p. 177). The challenge for

these studies is the particularistic nature of their focus. For example, the Frommelt

Scale was exclusively about change in empathy and did not draw implications of

their findings on transformative learning theory explicitly. However, it is important

to note that these tools and scales could offer the means to both identify individuals

who have experienced a change in perspective based on criteria characteristic of

transformative learning and potentially to identify essential components (e.g., sup-

port, critical reflection, perspective transformation) inherent to a particular change

event. These studies provide a background for the development of a comprehensive

survey of transformative learning.

Issues Associated With Quantifying Transformative
Learning Theory

Survey development serves two complementary purposes (Merriam & Simpson,

2000). First, survey development involves quantitative analyses of large numbers

of responses from participants. Second, the end product, the survey, can provide

feedback to individuals on the extent and nature of their transformative learning

as well as feedback on whether transformative learning was fostered in a particular

group. In collecting aggregate survey data that rely upon self-report in response to

statements related to different theoretical perspectives on transformative learning,

we are able to determine patterns that occur in the outcomes and processes of trans-

formative learning. The results gathered from the initial survey are a starting point

for further investigation into how individuals and groups process transformative

learning experiences.

Additionally, we wanted to include qualitative elements to investigate more

about participants’ transformative experiences and the kind of changes they

observed that may be missed through quantitative methods alone. By collecting

individual stories of transformation experiences in the open-ended questions, we

are able to analyze the themes in the types of transformation. We will also be able

to later track whether certain transformative experiences lead more toward

one outcome or process than another.

The current understanding of research paradigms comes from Habermas’s (1971)

three kinds of human interests and knowledge—technical, practical (renamed com-

municative by Mezirow, 1991), and emancipatory. Ewert (1991), in a comprehen-

sive analysis of Habermas’s work on our understanding of research and
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evaluation in education, outlines the ways in which research paradigms are derived

from these different kinds of knowledge. In his analysis, he relies on Mezirow’s ear-

lier work. Most recent research method books refer to three primary paradigms—

empirical–analytical (also called positivist) for acquiring technical knowledge,

interpretive for acquiring practical or communicative knowledge, and critical for

acquiring emancipatory knowledge (e.g., Glesne, 2011).

Because the data in this research are largely quantitative, one could argue we are

working from the empirical–analytical paradigm. In another way, we are working in

the interpretive paradigm through self-report. Our intent is to further the understand-

ing of individuals and groups about their processes of learning using their responses

to perceptions of personal transformation. It is also reasonable to imagine that the

survey could be used in a critical paradigm, for example, in a participatory action

research project. Our hope is to develop a survey that is a synthesis of the theories

and reflective of how people typically process transformative experiences.

Survey Development

The development of the survey to assess the outcomes and process of transformative

learning began with an exploration of theoretical perspectives. The research team

(authors of this article) met regularly for 6 months to develop potential items that

were derived directly from theory. We took statements, definitions, and descriptions

from the literature related to each theoretical perspective and crafted items to reflect

the descriptions and definitions. We created a survey with two primary parts (a) out-

comes of transformative learning and (b) processes of transformative learning that

transfer across the theoretical perspectives in the survey (Table 1).

Each of these outcomes can be found in more than one theoretical perspective.

For example, Mezirow’s (2003, pp. 58–59) cognitive/rational perspective has this

as a basic definition, ‘‘transformative learning is learning that transforms proble-

matic frames of references . . . to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open,

reflective, and emotionally open to change.’’ He comments that transformed frames

of reference are what guide action. Dirkx’s (2012) bases his understanding of trans-

formative learning on depth psychology, especially a Jungian approach, and often

refers to it as nurturing soul or soul work. As such, he is interested in the psyche and

bringing the unconscious to consciousness (increasing self-awareness and develop-

ing more open perspectives). Brookfield (2012, pp. 131–132) cautions against the

overuse of the terms ‘‘transformative learning’’ and ‘‘sliding into an unproblema-

tized focus on the self.’’ He frames his position on transformative learning with crit-

ical theory (learning to challenge dominant ideology, uncover power, and contest

hegemony). The outcome of this perspective is also a deep shift in worldview, as

is the case with both the cognitive and extrarational perspectives.

As we have mentioned, the theoretical perspectives described previously can be

grouped into three processes. For the cognitive, rational process, five scales were

developed to represent this process: critical reflection, action, experience, disorienting
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dilemma, and discourse. The extrarational process is comprised of six subscales,

namely arts-based learning, dialogue with others, emotional reactions, imaginal learn-

ing, spiritual learning, and soul work. The social critique includes four subscales,

namely ideology critique, unveiling oppression, empowerment, and social action.

These outcomes, processes, and their subcategories were formed into a survey

with 19 scales. To establish construct validity, the first version of the survey was sent

to 20 known experts in the area of transformative learning—people who have pub-

lished extensively, done research related to transformative learning, and/or contrib-

uted to theory development. We deliberately chose reviewers who worked primarily

within one or more of the theoretical perspectives we were using for the survey

development. We asked them to comment on the degree to which the items were true

to theory. Ten reviewers responded to this request. Their comments were compiled,

and their suggestions for change were considered and/or integrated into the survey.

The second version of the survey was created by adding a 4-point Likert-type

scale (mostly disagree ¼ 1 to mostly agree ¼ 4), randomly ordering the items and

adding a short section on demographics. We added two open-ended questions to

encourage participants to focus on a specific context in which their transformative

learning may have occurred. The next stage of survey development involved two

focus group meetings with members of the university community (staff, students,

and faculty) for usability and comprehension. Focus groups were important to

include, as research demonstrates a survey is only as useful as its comprehension

by the participant (Lutz, Kneipp, & Means, 2009; O’Donnell, Lutfey, Marceau, &

Table 1. Summary of Outcomes and Processes Developed in the Survey.

Outcomes Processes

� Acting differently
� Having a deeper self-awareness
� Having more open perspectives
� Experiencing a deep shift in worldview

� Cognitive/rational
� Critical reflection
� Action
� Experience
� Disorienting dilemma
� Discourse

� Beyond rational/extrarational
� Arts based
� Dialogue
� Emotional
� Imaginal
� Spiritual
� Soul work

� Social critique
� Ideology critique
� Unveiling oppression
� Empowerment
� Social action
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McKinlay, 2007). Participants completed the survey and then discussed the ques-

tions: Were there items you didn’t understand? Were there questions where you

didn’t know how to respond? Were the directions for the survey clear? One

researcher facilitated the focus group, while another researcher took extensive notes

on the discussion. We used the results from the focus groups to revise the items and

prepare the third version of the survey for pilot testing. Preliminary descriptive sta-

tistics and interitem correlations were calculated, and these results contributed to the

revisions made to the items.

Pilot Testing of the Survey

In this section, we describe the readability of the survey, the participants, their

responses to the open-ended questions, descriptive statistics for each scale, interitem

correlations for each scale, and cross-scale correlations.

Participants

Of the 136 adults who participated in the pilot study, 21 were men, 95 were women,

and 20 who did not respond to the question on gender. The majority of the respon-

dents ranged between the ages of 24 and 64, with one person <24, and nine being

>65. Twenty-seven people had a bachelor’s degree and 83 a graduate degree, reflect-

ing the context and nature of our recruitment of participants (mostly through Canadian

and U.S. graduate program listservs and word of mouth). Seven people had com-

pleted high school or some college and university. The majority of respondents

(88%) gave their race as White; and 12% described their race as Black, Latino,

Asian, or mixed race. Fifty-three people listed the United States or American as

their nationality; 37 people gave Canadian as their nationality. The remaining

respondents were spread across a wide variety of nationalities with no more than

one or two for each of the nationalities. The majority of the participants (91%)

described their employment as ‘‘professional.’’

Responses to Open-Ended Questions

At the beginning of the survey, we asked the pilot study participants to respond to

two open-ended questions. The purpose of these questions was to focus people on a

specific life-changing event (transformative learning experience) that they could

consider as they rated each of the statements. As survey development continues, we

hope to create a checklist from the themes we find in the open-ended responses and sub-

stitute this checklist for the open-ended questions. This will allow us to conduct cross-

tabulations of the nature of people’s experiences with their responses to the survey items.

The first question asked participants to focus on one specific life-changing event:

Before you turn the page to start the survey, please think about one specific life chang-

ing experience. This should be an event that altered your life in a deep and fundamental
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way. Take a few minutes to describe that experience here. When did it happen? Who

was involved? Where did it happen?

The most frequently listed event was the death of a loved one or loved ones (n¼ 27).

One respondent said, ‘‘My husband passed away completely unexpectedly at age

40 of a heart attack while playing hockey.’’ Other events were life-threatening ill-

ness of self or loved one (n¼ 16), divorce or separation (n¼ 13), educational experi-

ences (n¼ 13), birth of a child (n¼ 12), loss of job (n¼ 7), living outside country or

culture, immigration (n ¼ 7), and love/marriage (n ¼ 5). The majority of the narra-

tives were descriptive, with these as examples:

A life changing experience in my life was the death of my father. He was diagnosed

with cancer, lived 4 short months and passed away. . . . The night that he passed away,

there was a thunderstorm that came through town. After the storm there was a parting of

the sky, almost tunnel-like where the sun shown through brightly as if God were calling

him to heaven. I have been wavering about what might be ahead for us when we die,

and now I am sure that there is life after death.

I sobered up with the help of AA 25 years ago.

My daughter was diagnosed with a life-threatening form of childhood cancer called

neuroblastoma. This happened 2 months after our son was born.

I lost my career job in 2000 (was fired) as a chemist at age 50 and I knew I would not be

able to be hired again. It was the single most feared moment of my life, and I had few

backup skills to seek new employment. After 2 years of underemployment, I decided

that the best thing to do was to go back to school.

The second open-ended question asked people to respond to: ‘‘In what ways did this

event change your life?’’ The most frequently reported changes were changed family

life (n ¼ 15), changed my perspective as an educator/learner (n ¼ 14), changed my

lifestyle/my worldview (n ¼ 12), left job, changed job, took job (n ¼ 8), new life,

new friendships (n ¼ 8), faced with raising children alone (n ¼ 7), life is precious,

greater appreciation of life, love life (n¼ 7), and every aspect of my life (n¼ 5). For

both of these questions, many participants responded at length, providing several

paragraphs telling their stories and describing their experiences. For example, a

death in the family of one respondent led to the response of ‘‘how precious life is

and that your whole life can be changed in an instant. It also brought me closer to

people who also knew him in a very deep way.’’ Other responses included:

[On ending a relationship]

I had a difficult time leaving because I felt so responsible for his well-being. I used to blame

him for all my problems, then I recognized my own issues and took responsibility to focus

on my own well-being. I still struggle, but I am working on myself one day at a time.

[After life-threatening medical event]
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I redefined my idea of risk. I was in a job that I was afraid to leave because of ‘my com-

fort zone.’ After this experience, my entire idea of what was risky or not changed. If I

could almost die and live through this medical event, then changing jobs was a very small

risk that I could take. I resigned my position while recuperating at home from surgery and

another opportunity appeared that was one of the best positions I’ve ever had.

[On being a support for a dying patient]

I learned that it was an amazing privilege that a nurse has to share such moments with

people: in death, in life, in sickness, and in dying, one can be healed. Healing trans-

cends the body. I learned to love my profession, and I learned not to fear death. I

learned the depth of the human soul, and how anger can define us, and stunt our life.

I witnessed the grace of forgiveness. I learned to spend time with the sick. I want to

teach these stories to other nurses.

[A new relationship]

I became more adventurous and outgoing than I had been in my life. I came out of my

shell and learned to love life a little more.

Many respondents wrote extensive descriptions of their experiences. When we

derived the categories for the process scales, we based this on theoretical perspec-

tives and the research literature on transformative learning. The descriptions of how

respondents experienced the process of transformative learning confirmed our orig-

inal choices of scales and supplied evidence of content validity.

Descriptive Statistics of Survey Items

Descriptive statistics were calculated for each of the original 110 survey items. We

review some of the highlights and point out those statistics that were influential in

reviewing and revising the survey. With the exception of 1 item, all of the outcomes

items had means of greater than 3.0 on a 4-point scale and standard deviations less

than 1. The mean of one scale was only slightly less than 3.0. This means that those

people responding to the survey indicated that they had experienced a life-changing

event—events that involved acting differently, increased self-awareness, increased

openness, and a shift in worldview. We expected that this would be the case, given

that many of the participants were drawn from graduate programs and alumni of

graduate programs in adult education where transformative learning experiences are

often reported (e.g., Stevens-Long, Schapiro, & McClintock, 2012).

For the process items based on three different perspectives (cognitive/rational,

beyond rational, and social critique), there was considerably more variation in the

descriptive statistics. Some items had means less than 3.0, but most were in the range

of 2.5–3.0 (with the lowest mean being 1.9 on a 4-point scale). Many items had high

standard deviations (1.1, 1.2, or 1.3), indicating that people were responding to the

items on both ends of the scale. This was particularly the case in the ‘‘beyond
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rational’’ realm and especially with the scales related to arts-based transformative

learning, spiritual transformative learning, and soul work.

Interitem Correlations by Scale

Interitem correlations with scales are used to determine whether the items on each

scale are related to each other, as they should be if they are measuring the same con-

cept. Although most researchers use Pearson’s r correlations with data from a Likert-

type scale, we wanted to err on the side of caution. Pearson’s r correlations are based

on the assumption that the data are on an interval scale. We chose to use Spearman’s

r for this calculation, as our rating scale had 4 points, and we did not feel we could

be confident in assuming equal intervals between the points on the scale. Spearman’s

r is suitable for data on an ordinal scale, which only assumes that the data can be

ordered, and not that the intervals between the data points are equal. Table 2 shows

sample outcome and process items.

With only one exception, all of the items in each of the ‘‘outcome’’ scales corre-

lated significantly with each other. Among the ‘‘beyond rational’’ process scales, all

items correlated significantly and strongly with each other for the arts-based, sup-

port/dialogue, emotions, imaginal/soul work, and spiritual scales. Among the cogni-

tive scales, action, critical reflection, discourse, and experience all had 1 or 2 items

that did not correlate well with the other items. We were able to eliminate some

items, and we revised the wording of others. The items on the disorienting dilemma

scale correlated significantly and highly with each other. In the social critique group-

ing, the items for social action and ideology critique correlated significantly and well

with each other. The scales for emancipation and social action each had 1 or 2 items

that did not correlate well. Because we had extra items for these scales, we were able

to simply delete those that were not functioning.

Cross-Scale Correlations

Cross-scale correlations were calculated using Pearson’s r. In this case, since each

scale combined the ratings of several items, we were able to make the assumption

of equal intervals among the data points with confidence. This assumption was sup-

ported by the descriptive statistics for each of the scales. The four outcome scales

correlated highly with each other, with correlations ranging from .59 to .77. We

expected these scales to be related as they represented different facets of the possible

outcomes of transformative learning. In general, the process scales were correlated

with each other in predictable ways. The beyond rational scales correlated between

.29 and .73 with each other. The cognitive scales correlated between .27 and .70 with

each other. The social critique scales correlated between .43 and .71 with each other.

What is perhaps more interesting, and also a test of validity, is to consider the

scales that did not correlate with each other. A few examples will illustrate this.

‘‘Cognitive action’’ did not correlate with ‘‘support.’’ Since cognitive action is a
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scale within the cognitive/rational perspective, and support is within the extrara-

tional perspective, it makes sense that these two scales were not correlated. Simi-

larly, ‘‘disorienting dilemma’’ from the cognitive/rational perspective did not

correlate with ‘‘spirituality’’ or ‘‘support’’ from the extrarational perspective. ‘‘Dis-

course’’ did not correlate with ‘‘dialogue’’ or with ‘‘support.’’ Even though one

would expect discourse and dialogue to be similar, we worded the items according

to the theoretical perspectives, where they are quite dissimilar. Discourse involves a

cognitive process of weighing evidence and making rational judgments, whereas

dialogue and support are more relational in nature. ‘‘Unveiling oppression’’ from the

social critique perspective did not correlate with ‘‘spirituality’’ or ‘‘support’’ from

the extrarational perspective or ‘‘disorienting dilemma’’ from the cognitive/rational

perspective. Similarly, ‘‘ideology critique’’ from the social critique perspective did

not correlate with ‘‘dialogue,’’ ‘‘support,’’ or ‘‘spirituality’’ from the extrarational

perspective or ‘‘disorienting dilemma’’ from the cognitive/rational perspective.

These findings gave us confidence in the distinctions we made between the different

strands of the theoretical framework.

Cronbach’s a Reliability Analysis

Finally, in the pilot study, we calculated Cronbach’s a, a measure of internal con-

sistency reliability. This statistic is an overall item correlation where the values

range between 0 and 1, with .7 being acceptable, that is, 70% of the variance in the

equally weighted composite is due to the common factor among the tests (Cronbach,

1951). In other words, it shows how closely related a set of items are as a group. For

scales that are used as research tools to compare groups, a values of .7–.8 are regarded

as satisfactory (Bland & Altman, 1997; DeVillis, 1991). As can be seen in Table 3, all

of the Cronbach’s a coefficients are good, with the exceptions of the ‘‘soul work’’

scale and the ‘‘experience’’ scale, both of which could be called ‘‘moderate.’’ At this

point, we were already aware of the problematic nature of the soul work scale (see

Survey Development section), and we knew that some items in the ‘‘experience’’ scale

did not correlate well with the other items based on our interitem correlation analysis.

Table 2. Sample Outcome and Process Items.

Sample Outcome
Items

I have experienced a deep shift in the way I see some things in the world
It would be impossible for me to go back to being the way I once was

Sample process
items

Encountering a disorienting event leads me to see myself in a different
way (Disorienting Dilemma)

I call upon a higher power to help me get through a difficult situation
(Spiritual)

During a social change, I challenge what I see and hear on television, in print,
and on the Internet (Ideology Critique)

I seriously question my beliefs and actions (Critical Reflection)
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Revisions Based on the Pilot Study Data

Most scales in the pilot study version of the survey included additional survey ques-

tions, which were not included in the final version. This was done deliberately, so that

we would be able to eliminate items that did not correlate well with each other within

scales (according to Cronbach’s a) or otherwise seemed unclear. In our revisions to the

survey based on the pilot study analysis, we deleted the items that were not functioning

as they should, as described subsequently. This is a typical strategy for survey devel-

opment, as problematic items are deleted from the analysis, with the purpose of

improving Cronbach’s a. Detailed information about the calculation and interpretation

of Cronbach’s a can be found in a classic publication by DeVillis (1991).

Initially, as a separate scale, soul work had a number of weak correlations, so we

consulted with Dirkx’s (2012) description of soul work and images and realized that

if we combined those two scales (soul work and imaginal), we would have a

more reliable new scale. Support and dialogue were merged because the items across

those two scales were highly correlated and conceptually the items were about the

same thing—getting support from others through dialogue. The moderate Cronbach’s

a for ‘‘discourse’’ was somewhat of a surprise, but we addressed it by removing the

items that did not correlate well with the other items. The discourse items were ini-

tially based on Mezirow’s ideal conditions of discourse, taken from Habermas’s

Table 3. Cronbach’s a Reliability on Pilot Study Data.

Scale M SD a

Acting differently 19.1 3.4 .79
Self-awareness 20.5 2.9 .75
Openness 19.4 3.3 .78
Shift in worldview 21.1 2.9 .76
Arts based 10.4 4.6 .90
Dialogue 15.9 3.0 .80
Emotions 16.5 2.7 .77
Imaginal 11.5 2.9 .78
Spiritual 13.4 4.9 .90
Support 15.8 3.4 .88
Soul work 18.0 2.9 .52
Action 15.5 2.6 .70
Critical reflection 15.5 2.9 .73
Disorienting dilemma 15.5 3.9 .84
Discourse 16.7 2.1 .54
Experience 16.6 2.2 .65
Empowerment 17.6 3.3 .63
Social action 16.7 4.0 .77
Unveiling oppression 15.4 2.9 .67
Ideology critique 15.7 3.1 .77

Note. SD ¼ standard deviation.
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work. The language of those ideal conditions was not in line with the language

used in the rest of the survey and was likely confusing for respondents.

Testing the survey with focus groups helped to confirm the comprehension and

readability of the survey. In addition, the readability of the instrument, assessed

by using the Microsoft Office Word software program (MAC 2011, Version

14.3.0), determined that the article was written at 6.3 grade level according to the

Flesch–Kincaid Readability Scale. However, it is important to note, the survey was

tested only in the United States and Canada and was not tested cross-culturally. At

this stage, the survey is limited to college-educated students as that comprised our

pilot study participants. As we move forward in the survey development process,

additional participants with varied educational and cultural backgrounds will be

included.

Implications for Theory, Research, and Practice

From this initial survey development and data analysis of 136 responses, we have

learned that we can distinguish between the three major perspectives of transforma-

tive learning theory, and within those perspectives, the various strands that form the

process of transformative learning. In terms of the outcomes of transformative learn-

ing, the cross-scale correlations demonstrate that the outcomes are strongly related

to each other, yet unique enough that they can be defined separately. The process

strands identified within each major perspective similarly are confirmed as separate

processes but related to each other. This was determined by examining the correla-

tions within each scale and the correlations of individual items across scales. Items

correlated more highly within scales (with some of the exceptions described previ-

ously) than across scales; at the same time, the cross-scale correlations demonstrated

the overall connections between the various strands.

Theoretically, this survey begins to bring clarity to the consequences of transfor-

mative learning and its relationship to the process of transformation. It also begins to

move the study of transformative learning toward a perspective that is more inclu-

sive of multiple interpretations of transformative learning (cognitive, extrarational,

and social critique). Through the development of this survey, boundaries start to

emerge related to transformative learning as a distinct form of learning in relation-

ship to other adult learning theories (e.g., Newman, 2012). Even though the survey

was built upon theoretical foundations in the literature, the limitations of this evalua-

tion are that these qualitative theories were translated to quantitative form to perform

measurements with tools and techniques that appear to produce numerical and

binary answers. We understand this limitation, but realize that to move the field for-

ward, we need to begin to place boundaries on the amorphous term ‘‘transformative

learning’’ in order to collaboratively develop surveys and tools of discovery, subject

to future revision as our understanding becomes clearer and refined. In relation to

both theory development and practical applications, a person taking the survey will

receive a score on each scale by combining their responses to the items representing
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the scale. The outcome scores indicate the degree to which the person has engaged in

transformative learning in general; the process scores indicate the probable pro-

cesses a person goes through during a revision of perspectives. Practitioners will

be able to describe the extent to which a specific group, in the context of a course

or program, engages in transformative learning. It becomes a tool that captures

change, but also offers learners/educators, in a participatory fashion or individually,

a means to deconstruct a transformation as it unfolds within an educational experi-

ence. It provides a framework that practitioners and learners can use to continually

evaluate themselves as they attempt to foster transformative learning. From the point

of view of theory development, if we can show which learning processes lead to

which kinds of outcomes, we can further the unification of the various perspectives

on transformative learning theory.

Similarly, in terms of research, an educator or researcher who wants to assess the

extent to which transformative learning occurs can use the survey alone or in con-

junction with other data collection techniques such as interviews or storytelling. The

survey includes open-ended questions, but these could easily be elaborated on in a

mixed-methods research design where participants tell the story of their transforma-

tive experience.

The next step for this survey is to sample a large group of individuals in a variety

of settings, circumstances, educational backgrounds, and positionalities. This will

allow us to further establish the reliability and validity of the survey. In addition,

it would also be important to use this survey with participants who have recently

shared a similar transformative event (e.g., graduating from higher education, signif-

icant health recovery, intercultural experience, social movement). Using both broad

data collection along with purposeful sampling could strengthen survey significantly

and provide an opportunity to better understand the kinds of events that lead to trans-

formative experiences. The survey will be used in context-specific settings (e.g., a

particular program) as well as in a broad-based fashion (e.g., similar to any learning

styles inventory). In applying the survey to additional contexts, we are expecting that

the survey items themselves will not need to be revised, thus retaining established

validity and reliability of the survey items. However, the two open-ended questions

at the survey introduction can be modified to reflect the application to different con-

texts without affecting the cohesion of the survey. It will be exciting to see how this

survey will build upon existing theories of transformative learning to create an inclu-

sive definition of transformative learning.
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