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Abstract

This research aimed to explore the aspects that either enable or inhibit the cultivation of self-
directed lifelong learning among adults within a working environment — which according to
Illeris’ interpretation is, “learning in the workplace that takes place in the encounter between
the learning environments of the workplace and the employees’ learning processes” (Illeris,
2004, p. 431). While previous studies often embrace an underlying assumption that individuals
possess a pre-existing disposition to engage as lifelong learners, this study explored the
progression towards it. The underlying research question was therefore approached from two
levels, the orientation regarding lifelong learning, and the developed strategies to engage as a
lifelong learner (Fischer & Kommers, 1999; Kirby et al., 2010). An investigation of the
orientation level was intended to interrogate the mindset (deep-seated beliefs, opinions and
understanding) held by the participants about lifelong learning, while the strategies level
revealed the pre-existing lifelong learning strategies. The progressive development of both as
the individual interacted with their respective organisations was then noted. Taken together, the
impact of these levels was observed in terms of the individual's developed ability to engage as

a lifelong learner, within and beyond their work environment.

The above-mentioned research inquiry was undertaken by primarily observing the interaction
of the adult (the participant working within the organisational environment) with their
respective environment. Qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interviews and
from secondary sources. The study focused on five South African small and medium enterprises
(SMEs). From the core themes, the enablers and inhibitors which existed within the
organisational environments were thereafter identified. Some features of the organisational
environment which acted as strong enablers include loosely defined roles, team learning and
the cultivation of individual agency. The clash of values between the organisation and the
individual was one of the predominant inhibitors. One significant implication of this research
is the recognition that both levels — lifelong learning orientation and strategies — were mutually

dependent if an adult is to eventually engage as a self-directed lifelong learner.

Key words
Lifelong learning, lifelong learning strategies (LLS), lifelong learning orientation (LLO),

metacognitive strategies, self-directed, work environment, enabler, inhibitor
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1. Introduction

At the forefront of every economy and organisation is the concern of how technological
changes are impacting the nature of work, as well as the rate at which this is unfolding. In
response to this concern, numerous reports have been conducted, especially to how digital
technology is reshaping the labour market. The dominant perspective is that the automation of
tasks will essentially result in the displacement of a large proportion of the current workforce.
A study conducted by Bain in 2018 estimated that automation will eliminate 20-25% of jobs
(Freeman & Freeland, 2018). However, another perspective under consideration is that the
inclusion of new technologies into business models will result in new types of jobs (Kane et al.,
2016; World Economic Forum, 2019a). In a 2-part report, the World Economic Forum (WEF)
(2019a, 2019b) demonstrated the existence of quantifiable business cases for a reskilling
revolution that could be spearheaded by government and businesses. These research initiatives
have, however, also indicated that the impact will vary across the different economies, although
the gap will be widest between the developing and developed economies. As a cluster of
developing nations with unique socio-economic challenges, the African continent is already
lagging in this aspect. The skills gap is already a pressing issue for the continent, which is being
amplified by the additional workforce challenges that are being introduced by the fourth
industrial revolution (4IR) shift.

According to reports by the WEF (2017, 2019b) Africa has the youngest population in the
world, with more than 60% of the population younger than 25 years. Six of the 10 fastest-
growing economies in the world are in Africa. Although the continent is grossly underprepared
for the disruption to jobs and skills being ushered in by the 4IR (Choi et al., 2018; World
Economic Forum, 2017). When the population age and the growth rate in Africa are considered
jointly, they uniquely position the continent for making leaps economically. However, Africa
is presented with a more pressing challenge when considering the allocation of its particularly
young workforce. The same report by the WEF (2017) states that only 55% of the continent’s
human capital potential is captured, with an average of only 6% high-skilled employment
versus 24% globally. Furthermore, the report predicted that “in S4 39% of the core skills
required across all occupations will be different in 2020 compared to 2015 (World Economic
Forum, 2017, p. 9). Several industry leaders have also raised concerns that one of the main
constraints to them expediting the expansion or adoption of technology into their businesses is
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skill inadequacy. Effective reskilling in Africa is therefore especially critical and will be equally

advantageous, as the harnessing of its human and unleashing of its economic potential is heavily

dependent on this. Despite these alarming findings, a rather positive view cited in this report is

that “the greatest long-term benefits of ICT intensive jobs are equipping Africans with skills to

design and engineer home-grown solutions rather than simply service the lower-skilled delivery

end of the global digital market” (World Economic Forum, 2017, p. 11).

However, for Africa, the future of work will be especially challenging to navigate while using
the traditional approaches to adult skills training. Several researchers have highlighted the
limitations of the traditional classroom model in teaching all that one needs to know.
Particularly as the future of work suggests that forms of organizing as well as the skills required
within a specific role will constantly evolve (Marra et al., 2017). Lifelong learning has therefore
been proposed as a viable approach towards executing adult learning and skilling. Especially,
for imparting adaptability towards the future of work and an increased potential to innovate
(Midtsundstad, 2019; van Weert, 2011). Although definitions of lifelong learning vary with
context, that alluded to in these contexts and is also the most widely accepted by practitioners
and organisational leaders, is based on Midtsundstad’s interpretation. He defines this
phenomenon as “competence development and upgrading throughout the professional career”
(Midtsundstad, 2019, p. 14). Adopting lifelong learning as an embedded strategy for developing
human capital requires that an economy is structurally and systematically adapted to such a
model (Rees, 2020). That is, the different levels of an economy, especially organisations which
are central to its functioning, have to recognize, support and adapt to this model (Midtsundstad,
2019). Africa, and specifically South Africa, is thus a compelling context and opportunity for
exploring the phenomenon of lifelong learning. The continent is plagued with challenges
related to unequal access to opportunities and has a highly stratified labour market (Saar et al.,
2013; Walters, 2006). The latter means that each career “path is designed to specialize in
awarding rather narrowly defined, occupationally-relevant credentials” (Saar et al., 2013, p.
215). The stratified labour market limits one’s possibilities of making multiple career
transitions, even in a given work context. As a result, working is often limited to an obligation
or for sustenance rather than a process of discovery. In fact, such an open-ended journey is
often beyond the ambitions of most work environments, making them unattainable for the

individual.
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These limitations not only pertain to the individuals’ work environment or their immediate
social context, but also to themselves. Lifelong learning, therefore, opens up the prospect for
individuals and organisations to learn to innovate collectively; uncover and maximize their
strengths and unique talents; edify the ability to identify and exploit entrepreneurial
opportunities; and subsequently, amplify the potential and richness of cross-industry and multi-
disciplinary collaborations. However, the suggestion by institutions to ‘adopt lifelong learning
as an alternative upskilling and development strategy’ raises another issue. This widely
accepted perspective of ‘lifelong learning as a strategy’ holds the default assumption that this
phenomenon is a tool rather than a predisposition (a way of life) accompanied by supporting
strategies. As the name suggests, lifelong learning, at a basic level, is learning over one’s life.
To fundamentally engage in this sustained degree of learning and development requires a
perception shift about learning — that it transcends the immediate acquiring of knowledge. This
level of engagement appeals to the appreciation of learning as beyond cognitive, and instead
potentially transformative. On a practical level, it suggests the need to develop the necessary

strategies to support and enable an individual to participate as a lifelong learner.

In a period that is both increasingly uncertain and places a huge emphasis on agility and
adaptability within one’s work environment, the topic of lifelong learning has taken centre
stage. Although the discussions and proposed systemic strategies have concentrated on
institutional learning — schools, universities, and colleges — organisations have a huge role to
play. Specifically, the role of these institutions in developing individuals that can engage within
their work environments as self-directed lifelong learners. As already pointed out through
various organisational studies, interactions vary from one environment to the next, and the
African and South African context is no exception. As such, although educational institutions
may succeed in developing lifelong learning in an academic context, they have proved limited
in their capability to equip adults with the relevant strategies for engaging as lifelong learners
in the work environment. As such, organisations have a pivotal role to play in breaching this
gap; the transitions from an academic environment into the workplace, and subsequently
developing the lifelong learning strategies relevant to this and other contexts. Micro, small and
medium-sized (SME) organisations are particularly befitting to take on this role. Their
environments are plagued by constant change and the need to adapt and respond with great

agility to ever-changing market trends; specifically, as they explore opportunities to find their
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niche in a given industry. Otherwise, the woes of skills shortage, as a result of the workforce
not being responsive enough to stay abreast with ongoing technology adoptions will remain a

persistent challenge.

However, one of the often overlooked flaws of the prevalent development approaches is that,
because businesses are driven by annual training goals, they tend to overlook one’s fundamental
learning orientation (Fischer & Kommers, 1999; Dawe, Romkey, Bilton, Khan, 2021). They
assume that adults universally possess the relevant strategies to effectively engage in lifelong
learning. Business environments essentially focus on behaviour modification — in the form of
two-dimensional classroom courses or one-size-fits-all development strategies. Unfortunately,
lifelong learning strategies are not inherent, they have to be developed. And to take on this
challenge the baseline strategies of the individuals have to be acknowledged, by first working
to shift their learning orientations. As a result, very little emphasis has been placed on
responsive work environments, through the deployment of interactive work processes and
systems. Digital technology also opens up huge opportunities because one of the key attributes
towards effective interactions from a lifelong learning perspective is collaborative and big-
picture-focused environments. In this instance big-picture-focused refers to measurable
objectives and outcomes that are linked to the organisation’s vision and mission. These and
other above-mentioned attributes of SMEs, along with others that will be discussed in detail,
make them ideal environments for facilitating the shifting lifelong learning orientations and
subsequently imparting the relevant strategies for the effective and persistent engagement of
adults as self-directed lifelong learners. Unlike role-centric organisations, this interaction with
the overall ecosystem of the organisation creates room for one to discover their unique
contribution and agency. It also holds the potential to facilitate the uncovering of their
distinctive talents and passions to pivot towards in the long run. Although not all organisational
environments are able to (or possess the aptitude) decipher diverse exposure and break it up
into fundamental competencies. Especially those that are deeply entrenched in defining their
functions according to roles, rather than according to the vision and such that these keep
evolving according to the needs. Hence some of the frustrations expressed by individuals
exiting such environments. One of these is the eventual struggle to land opportunities outside a

given organisation or industry network, especially when they no longer have ties to it.
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The emergent learning society and the urgency to create a workforce that is adaptable to the
changing nature of work, and thus committed to lifelong learning, has similarly pushed
organisations to increasingly expect their workforce to learn for a living (Petriglieri, 2020). This
has resulted in another growing tension between organisations and the workforce (Lee-Kelley
et al., 2007). The tension is due to the conflicting needs that exist around learning. While the
organisation is content with a learning culture that keeps it competitive in an increasingly
technologically driven, dynamic and complex business environment (Bughin, 2018), the
employee mainly desires to learn in a manner that simultaneously enhances their intangible
assets (Gratton & Scott, 2017). However, oftentimes the structural provisions for learning to
occur are centred around the organisational goals. They are also based on approaches that
predominantly perceive lifelong learning and training as interchangeable (Fischer & Kommers,
1999). Furthermore, in the South African context lifelong learning is interpreted as training,
and happens to be an important variable in the educational model and is the widely adopted
approach for adult learning (Walters, 2006). This linear approach to learning however greatly
differs from the highly iterative and socially systematic process of lifelong learning. An
environment that allows for lifelong learning to transpire demands co-creation as it is
continuously transforming itself, thus creating new opportunities for learning and self-
discovery (Nier et al., 2017). Yet, organisations also habitually overlook the insight from their
workforce on modes to better align the individual’s learning expectations with those of the
business. This is mostly because the unhindered implementation of a lifelong learning
environment has its own structural and capital implications (Sutherland Olsen, Dorothy, 2016).
Nonetheless, as an adaptable and innovative workforce is rapidly becoming critical, as the
unfolding of 4IR-adapted economies is continually disrupting business models and skills needs,
a short-sighted approach to learning cannot be a sustainable practice. Thus, the existing tensions
between organisations and individuals will need to be resolved with urgency (Balle et al., 2016;

Petriglieri, 2020).

This study investigated the phenomenon of lifelong learning by interrogating the interactions
of the participants within their respective organisational environments and how these
subsequently influenced their lifelong learning orientations and strategies. The question that
this research, therefore, seeks to answer is “what are the potential enablers and barriers to

cultivating self-directed lifelong learning in the workplace in Sub-Saharan economies?”
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2. Literature review

The literature conversations about lifelong learning have predominantly focused on the roles of
organisations and national institutes. Indeed, lifelong learning for the intention of creating an
adaptable workforce cannot occur without evaluating the phenomenon of adult learning as the
two are interlinked in this regard. Lifelong learning should not be assumed to be a default state
of being, even though learning is always happening. In fact, for learning to be lifelong, the
learner needs to have agency and be further committed to lifelong engagement (Brookfield,
1995). A study that aimed to develop a scale for lifelong learning identified specific abilities
that mark the attributes that lifelong learners portray. These included goal setting, applying the
relevant knowledge and skills, engage in self-direction and self-evaluation, locate required
information and adapt learning strategies to different learning conditions (Taylor & Kroth,
2009). These attributes point to the imperative for the adult learner to be equipped with the
ability to guide their learning throughout their lives and in the various situations that they will
encounter post formal education. Even in instances when an individual has no prior exposure
to a formal education, which is a reality for most adults in the African and South African context
(Merriam, 2001; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). Some researchers have further argued that engagement
in lifelong learning ultimately enables individuals to understand and become active participants

at all levels of their society (Merriam, 2001; Pratt, 1993).

In this literature review, different perspective relating to the topic of adults as lifelong learners
will be evaluated. The sections are organised as follows:

2.1) Adults and lifelong learning; 2.2) Review of earlier perspectives on adult learning. This
section is divided into three sub-sections 2.2.1) Transformational learning theory 2.2.2) Self-
directed learning theory 2.2.3) Experiential learning theory; 2.3) Adults as lifelong learners —
Transition from adult to lifelong learning perspectives. This section is divided into two
subsections — 2.3.1) What is lifelong learning 2.3.2) Metacognition — “Learning to learn”;
2.4) Lifelong learning in the workplace — the organisation as a learning environment; 2.5)
Model for lifelong learning in the workplace. This section is divided into two sub-sections
2.5.1) Practical application of Illeris’ model; 2.6) The SME and South African context;

2.7) Conclusion
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2.1 Adults and lifelong learning

Due to the rapidly changing nature of certain careers, adult learning and lifelong learning have
long been prerequisites. Especially those that have historically been predisposed to rapid
technological advancements, as well as ongoing developments (Taylor & Kroth, 2009, p. 1).
Adult learning is simply defined as the cognitive engagement of adults in learning acquire new
knowledge. Lifelong learning in the context of career development is defined as “competence
development and upgrading throughout the professional career” (Midtsundstad, 2019, p. 14).
Consider careers whereby discovery is the backbone of the profession, such as in engineering
or science. In such fields, no formal education curriculum has ever been sufficient to teach all
that one needs to know for a successful career (Pratt, 1993). Several studies indeed show that
adult and lifelong learning have naturally been regarded as essential in these contexts. Thus,
strategies that enforce this culture have been heavily researched and experimented with. Since
learning related to career predominantly happens in the workplace, learning in such
environments has been identified to either be incremental (helps one to deliver), or
transformative (helps one to develop) and is a conflicting relationship between the ‘pull’ of
habits and the ‘push’ of expectations (Knowles, 1980, p. 43; Merriam, 1996, p. 136, 2001, p.
5; Taylor & Kroth, 2009, p. 1). Although both are valuable, it is transformative learning, which
occurs in abstract environments, that produces agility and promotes innovation (Merriam,
2001). However, an obvious challenge that must be confronted when dealing with adult learning
at any level is the resistance to learning. The resistance to adult learning is often a result of
several reasons such as giving up cherished ideas, not liking what one learns or the cost, the
fear of being found lacking and organisations not being hospitable to the notion (Lee-Kelley et
al., 2007; Petriglieri, 2020). One of the complex challenges is therefore for individuals to
commit to the process of learning in ambiguous settings, and for organisations to commit to
creating and supporting environments where this type of learning can occur. Such learning
should simultaneously facilitate a shift in existing mental models that threaten to inhibit the

development of adults as lifelong learners.

Adult learning with a lifelong learning objective cannot use the approach of simply being taught
to “fit into a mould in which a single, presumably omniscient teacher explicitly tells and shows
presumably unknowing learners something they presumably know nothing about” (Fischer,

1998, p. 16; Merriam, 2001, p. 7; Savicevic, 1998, p. 116). The subject has therefore become a
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key focus of research for decades and several theories have been developed in an attempt to
understand ‘how adults learn’ (Merriam, 1996, 2001). Merriam (2001, p. 3) notes that it is
known that “adults learn as part of their daily lives”, and that the dominant theories confirm it
as a unique phenomenon when compared to educational learning (Savicevic, 1991). Three main
theories are presented by Merriam (2001, 2008; Pratt, 1993; Taylor & Kroth, 2009): Andragogy
or Adult education — which aims to understand the adult in the process of education; Self-
directed learning — assumes that adults are independent beings who can control their own
learning and; Transformational learning — based on the core notion is that “significant
experiences change the learner in fundamental ways”. The later revisions of her research,
however, agreed with studies that learning is multi-dimensional and that emphasis on the
various contexts where learning occurs is critical in aiming to further understand adult learning
(Knowles, 1980; Merriam, 2008; van Weert, 2011). Her updated work further expressed that
each of the above-mentioned theories could not fully capture the phenomenon of adult learning
when considered in isolation. In fact, when adult learning is observed in context, these theories
tend to overlap. To the extent of even being criticized as theories and accepted more as

strategies (Knowles, 1980; Taylor & Kroth, 2009).

Various lifelong learning programs, such as the Working Shops and Envisionment & Discovery
Collaboratory, have been designed based on the assumptions outlined by these theories, and
“in recognition that real and substantial learning requires time and context” (Arias et al., 2000;
Knowles, 1980, p. 24; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). Both programs were designed to demonstrate
the process of critiquing current knowledge and thus contributing towards new knowledge.
Their basis being that “stakeholders are aware that while they possess sufficient knowledge,
none of them has all the relevant knowledge” (Arias et al., 2000; Fischer, 1993, 1998). These
demonstrate a major attribute of adult learning, when it is applied in a manner that
acknowledges that adults are always learning in their respective contexts, even when learning
is unintentional (Baggen et al., 2016; Sutherland Olsen, Dorothy, 2016). That is, one way that
learning for adults is most effective is when “the objective is not for knowledge to be instructed
or delivered, but jointly constructed” (Fischer, 1998; Fischer & Kommers, 1999; Knowles,
1980; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). The two examples above thus also introduce another imperative
which has been emphasized in the research on lifelong and adult learning, collaborations within

the learning process (Merriam, 2001). This attribute is based on the argument that “the
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individual, unaided, human mind is limited in its ability to learn and remember” (Arias et al.,

2000; Merriam, 2001). This perspective is especially relevant in a knowledge-based society

where the workforce is subjected to large volumes of abstract information (van Weert, 2011).

Hence, workplace learning, which moves beyond the individual learner and focuses on the

context, has become an important research focus.

Illeris (2004, 2016) offered a different perspective on the interpretation of learning. He partially
agreed with the perspectives that learning is exclusively a psychological process, and that
learning is exclusively a social process. Instead, he argued that human learning involves the
ongoing interaction of both processes — the social interaction between the individual and his
environment, resulting in the individual’s reception of influences or impulses or may be
absorbed through psychological interpretation and acquisition processes. He argued that “only
if both the interplay processes and the acquisition processes are active does learning take
place” (Illeris, 2004, p. 434). From this definition, Illeris (2004, 2016) provided an expansion
asserting that this interaction is not limited by whether the individual is engaging as part of a
collective or is undertaking an individual task or activity. He proposed that “the interaction is
constant, direct or indirect, and the influences received from the environment are socially co-
determined through various mediation processes that exist within it and form part of the

environment” (Illeris, 2004, p. 434).

This research will therefore focus on Illeris’ (2003, 2004, 2007, 2016) interpretation of learning,
and will also be adapted into the discussion about learning in the organisation. However, aspects
regarding the context as described by Fischer and Kommers (1999, p. 3) - “supports learning

in the context of realistic, open-ended, ill-defined problems” - will also be incorporated.

2.2 Review of Earlier Perspectives on Adult Learning
Traditional theories predominantly assume that the adult is self-directed and that this stage of
learning is separate from that which occurs in other human stages, namely those before
adulthood (Merriam, 1996, 2001; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). The predominant focus has also been
on the cognitive dimension of learning (Babajeva, 2012; Flavell, 1979; Pratt, 1993; Taylor &
Kroth, 2009). Contemporary theories have instead gradually recognised and acknowledged that
learning in itself is complex and involves multiple human processes which occur
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simultaneously (Babajeva, 2012; Davenport & Davenport, 1985; Illeris, 2003, 2009, 2016;
Jarvis, 2009). In his extensive research, Illeris (2003, 2004, 2007, 2009, 2016) details the link
of learning to elements such as psychology, experience, biology and social experience. He
further explains that since learning has such a complex dependency on all these functions, it
can therefore be intentional or unintentional (unconscious) — the latter is referred to as tacit
knowledge (De Ven & Johnson, 2006; van Weert, 2011). As a consequence, certain trends have

emerged within adult learning research aiming to develop an inclusive adult learning theory.

Adult learning research has been regarded by several researchers within the field as fairly new
in comparison to the child learning process which has been around for thousands of years
(Brookfield, 1984; Pratt, 1993). Research on adult learning dates back to the 1800s, however,
earlier studies focused less on how adults learned. Instead, extrapolations of their learning
process were made by observing children or adults in controlled environments (Merriam, 1996;
Mezirow, 1981a; Pratt, 1993; Wilson & Kiely, 2002). The views about the nature of learning
in adults were predominantly based on behaviourism and empiricism and on the assumption
that the world existed independent of the learner, such that any learning process that was not
observable or measurable was regarded as insignificant or fallible (Merriam, 2001). The
concept of andragogy, which was an initial attempt to distinguish adult from pre-adult
education, was proposed by Knowles in 1968 and among the first of the traditional theories on
adult learning (Babajeva, 2012; Brookfield, 1984; Merriam, 2001). Knowles’ philosophy about
the nature of learning in adults was a drastic shift in that it introduced the perspective of the
learner’s experience of their world as important to learning, and that learning is more subjective
than objective (Babajeva, 2012; Knowles, 1980; Merriam, 1996). He defined andragogy as ‘the
art and science of helping adults learn” and the word is derived from two Greek words — Andra
which translates to ‘adult’ and agogus meaning ‘leading’ (Corley, 2011; Knowles, 1980, p. 43;
Taylor & Kroth, 2009, p. 1). The concept was first introduced in Germany with the aim to
differentiate the educational programs of workers from those of children and formal schooling
(Brookfield, 1984, 1995; Merriam, 2001). The idea spread throughout Europe and North
America, and although the interpretation of the idea differed slightly within the regions,
Savicevic (1991, 1998) notes that the core philosophy that “lifelong learning in adult education

is of primary importance” was central amongst the regions (Merriam, 2001).
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This concept was based on five core assumptions: 1) that the adult is independent and self-
directed in their learning 2) has accumulated life experiences that are a rich source of learning
3) possess learning needs that are related to changing social roles 4) is problem-centred and
interested in immediate applications of knowledge 5) is motivated by internal factors to learn
rather than external (Corley, 2011; Knowles, 1980; Merriam, 1996, p. 138, 2001, p. 5; Pratt,
1993; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). This ‘theory’ introduced a fundamental shift from teacher-centred
to learner-centred education and approach to learning (Brookfield, 1984; Merriam, 2001;
Taylor & Kroth, 2009). The principles of andragogy also regarded the teacher as the facilitator
than the transmitter of knowledge (Knowles, 1980; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). Andragogy was
essentially the birth of the idea of the adult as a lifelong learner, and the first step towards the
acknowledgement of their prior experience as part of the learning process (Brookfield, 1984;
Knowles, 1980). In his initial proposal of the andragogical principles, Knowles offered two
definitions of the adult self: the psychologically expressed “a person is an adult to the extent
that the individual perceives herself or himself to be essentially responsible for her or his own
life and social definition of an adult”; while the social definition expressed that “a person is
an adult to the extent that the individual is performing social roles typically assigned by our
culture to those it considers to be adults” (Knowles, 1980; Taylor & Kroth, 2009, p. 5). The
five assumptions were based on these definitions of the adult experience and their pre-
established beliefs. Pratt (1993) consequently interpreted andragogy as aiming towards two
implicit principles about learning. First, that knowledge is constructed by the learner, and not
consumed passively from the environment; and that learning is an interactive process of

interpretation, integration and transformation of one’s experience of the world.

The underlying assumptions of andragogy, have suffered vast criticisms that have lasted for
decades but have resulted in the proposal of other adult learning views. The predominant
criticism by many scholars in the adult learning sphere has been that andragogy does not
represnt a theory (Merriam, 1996, 2001). Instead, the ‘theory’ was seen as an outline of model
characteristics of an adult learner. In response, Knowles (1980) later reframed andragogy as
representing a set of assumptions about adult learning, and that it served more as a basis for an
emergent theory (Merriam, 2001; Taylor & Kroth, 2009, p. 8). He acknowledged that his
assumptions about adults did not apply to all adults, especially the unifying suggestion that
adults are self-directed (Corley, 2011; Merriam, 1996, 2001). One perspective referred to
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andragogy as ‘culture blind’ in assuming that the student is self-directed suggesting that the
relationship between the learner and facilitator is not impacted by factors such as race and
cultures that value teachers as the “primary source of knowledge and direction” (Corley, 2011,
p. 1; Pratt, 1993). Merriam (1996, 2001) offered additional criticism about Knowles’ views and
assumptions about learning being only applicable to adults. Again, Knowles acknowledged that
his views could apply to adults and children (Merriam, 2001; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). This led
him to revise his perspectives of andragogy and pedagogy as separate to representing them on
a continuum, ranging from teacher-directed to self-directed depending on the learners’ prior
learning experience and exposure, as well as the learning context (Merriam, 2001, 2008). These
revisions by Knowles led to andragogy being defined more by learner situation than the learner,

although it still maintained its learner-centredness (Merriam, 1996, 2001, p. 6; Pratt, 1993).

Another more general critique of andragogy has been directed at the lack of measurability, and
thus lack of empirical evidence regarding its expressed assumptions (Heller, 2004; Merriam,
2001; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). Taylor and Kroth (2009) expressed their reservations that
andragogy lacks experimental evidence owing to the above-mentioned criticisms. Also, the
variability in its interpretation as well as the lack of guidelines for observing it resulted in
largely inconclusive, and sometimes contradictory, studies. Merriam further expressed her
concerns about the generalisability of the existing insights on adult learning. She cited concerns
since they were predominantly extrapolated from research with children and that any efforts to
make observations were confined to controlled environments, such as laboratories or artificial
settings (Merriam, 2001, p. 4). Meanwhile, Pratt (1993) and Merriam (1996, 2001) discussed
that although andragogy has been adopted as a guide in the adult educational practice globally,

it has done little in expanding the understanding of the process of learning.

Pratt (1993) extended the criticism of andragogy to its lack of consideration of social structures
and their impact on adult learning. He argued that andragogy portrays learners as having risen
above social structures, and ignores the influence of these in the learner’s interpretation of the
world, and thus their learning experience (Corley, 2011; Pratt, 1993). In line with Pratt’s
perspective, Merriam (2001, 2008) further emphasised that Knowles’ views presented the
learner as being autonomous, free and growth-oriented, thus lacking emphasis on how

individuals are shaped by their context. Merriam’s (2001, 2008) criticism included the lack of
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acknowledgement of an individual’s culture and society, and how social institutes and
structures define learning transactions regardless of the individual. These debates about
andragogy and the subsequent criticisms, and even its consideration as the first explicit adult
learning theory, have subsequently led to the emergence of various conceptualisations about
the adult learning process which have primarily used Knowles’ ideas as a basis. The concept of

andragogy has, therefore, evolved through the various propositions by adult learning scholars,

and some can be considered a branch off of the original ideas proposed by Knowles.

As research about adult learning advanced, the theories that were proposed were eventually
categorised as either traditional or contemporary. The traditional theories are those that focused
on the cognitive aspects of learning, whereas those that have shifted towards a more holistic
approach to adult learning became known as the contemporary. The earlier theories, including
Knowles’ views of adult learning, were eventually regarded as the traditional theories
(Brookfield, 1995; Corley, 2011; Illeris, 2003). The later theories, which ironically were
transformations of Knowles’ theory of andragogy and emerged from its criticisms, fell into the
contemporary category. This cluster viewed the adult from a holistic perspective and
consequently regarded their learning as a complex process and the context as important in
gaining insights into this process (Knowles, 1980; Merriam, 1996, 2001, 2008). Resnick (1987)
demonstrated this aspect of the learning context, which has since been strongly emphasised by
contemporary theorists of adult learning research. He contrasted the extent of cognitive use
when learning in and out of school — in real life-situations. He therefore offered a glimpse into
the understanding of the adult learning process in real life situations versus that which occurs
in formal learning environments (Fischer, 1998; Merriam, 1996, p. 139). In the transition from
the traditional to the contemporary, specific theories thereafter acted as a bridge from Knowles’
original andragogy, upon which contemporary theorists have established their ideas of the
process of lifelong learning in adults. The conceptualisations about adult learning within the
traditional category which predominantly set the stage, and especially represent some core
features of lifelong learning and also evolved from Knowles’ idea of andragogy, include
Mezirow’s Transformational learning theory, Merriam’s Self-Directed learning theory and
Kolb’s Experiential learning theory. These three theories have been most influential in shaping

the shift in research perspective from adult learning to adult lifelong learning. These will be
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discussed as having laid the foundations for the dominant theories of lifelong learning at

present.

2.2.1 Transformational Learning Theory

Wilson and Kiely (2002) considered Mezirow’s contribution to adult learning research as one
of the most innovative and revolutionary empirically. Brookfield (1995) noted that Mezirow’s
expansion of the concept of andragogy emphasised the need to develop critical reflection within
adults so that they have a self-corrective, reflective approach to learning. Mezirow (1981a) was
the first researcher to propose critical reflection as central to transforming learning experiences.
His theoretical proposals led to further attacks on andragogy by revealing its gaps in answering
questions linking to the real purpose of adult education (Merriam, 1996, 2001). Merriam (1996,
p. 138) referred to the transformational theory as centred on perspective transformation within
the adult learning process, whereby the adult learner “becomes critically aware of how and why
their presuppositions constrain the way they perceive, understand and feel about their world”.
Merriam (1996) agreed that transformational learning is indeed intimately connected to the
development process, and is thus the cornerstone of this orientation of adult learning. In his first
proposal of the transformational theory, Mezirow (1981a, 1990) argued that the critical
dimension of learning that shapes assumptions and expectations in adults must be recognised.
He asserted that this dimension in turn enables adults to identify and reassess the structure of
the assumptions and expectations that shape their thinking, feeling and acting (Merriam, 1996,
2001; Mezirow, 1981b, 1990). Mezirow (1981a, 1990), therefore, ultimately defined
transformative learning as “ the process by which we transform problematic frames of reference
(mindsets, habits of mind, meaning perspectives) — sets of assumptions — to make them more
inclusive, discriminative, open, reflective and emotionally able to change” (Merriam, 1996).
The frames that he refers to in this definition are the critical dimensions that shape assumptions
and expectations. He argued that these frames of reference include cognitive, conative and
effective components which may operate within or outside of awareness and has two
dimensions: the habit of mind and the resulting points of view (Mezirow, 1990). These
dimensions in turn influence various aspects of the learner’s world, including their learning
experience. Mezirow stated that transformational learning can occur in different contexts of
learning, namely: instrumental learning which involves task-oriented learning and

communicative learning which usually involves critical self-reflection (Merriam, 1996;
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Mezirow, 1981a, 1990). He, therefore, identified it as a metacognitive epistemology of
evidential (instrumental) and dialogical (communicative) reasoning (Mezirow, 1990).
Transformative learning may be epochal, sudden significant shift in habit of mind, often as a
result of a crisis — or cumulative, progression of insights resulting in a shift in point of view and
resulting in a transformation in habit of mind (Mezirow, 1981a, 2009). Mezirow (1981a)
asserted that transformative learning predominantly occurs unconsciously, thus the core
challenge is to bring this process into awareness and to develop the learner’s ability and
predisposition to engage in transformative learning (Merriam, 1996). He proposed that two
elements make up transformative learning: critical (self) reflection on assumptions — an
assessment of the sources, nature and consequences of the habits of the mind; and second, full
and open participation in discourse to validate a best reflective judgement (Merriam, 2001, p.

9; Mezirow, 1990, pp. 9-11).

The kmain criticisms of the transformational theory relate to the social lens and context. Wilson
and Kiely (2002, p. 2) noted how Mezirow’s theory especially offered a lens through which
academics in the field of adult learning could interrogate adult learning beyond the behaviourist,
cognitive and humanist perspectives; and even seek clarity of the concept in radical social
movements. From their paper which critically examined the progress of Mezirow’s work from
that initially presented in the 70s, these authors criticize how empirical work has been unable
to resolve some major tensions in transformational theory (Wilson & Kiely, 2002). They report
that although the amount of research into the transformational theory multiplied over time, an
evaluation of the empirical research revealed that it remains devoid of an empirical base for
evaluating social action and power, thus unable to evaluate the claims regarding critical and
social emancipation (Wilson & Kiely, 2002, pp. 3—4). Mezirow (1990) also acknowledged
another criticism of the theory that relates to decontextualized learning — its failure to confront
the considerations and questions relating to the context. In considering that the process relies
on critical self-reflection about assumptions and critical dialectical discourse, he admitted that
influences such as power, ideology, race, class and gender are important factors to the process,
which Wilson and Kiely alternatively referred to as structure-agency and power. In this regard,
Merriam (2008) expanded that the transformational theory focused on the individual adult
learner. It lacked emphasis on the sociocultural context of the adult learner as a key component

to understanding the nature of adult learning. In retrospect, the criticisms on the social aspects
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and emphasis on context are somewhat related, especially considering that adult learners
predominantly exist within social environments. In Wilson and Kiely’s (2002) conclusion to
their examination of a project by Mezirow, they highlighted that the lack of a practical
understanding of structure-agency within critical learning would consequently result in adult
education losing its irrelevance in addressing the increasingly complex demands surrounding
adult learning and the tensions pertaining to knowledge/power relations. Mezirow’s (1990) own
conclusion about the issue of context was that several dimensions of rationality and adult
understanding in the learning process are — deliberately or unintentionally — improved or
suppressed in the process of adult education. He extended that limiting the holistic development
of these qualitative dimensions of adult learning by focusing adult education and on immediate

contextual issues is self-defeating (Mezirow, 1990, 2009).

2.2.2  Self-Directed Learning Theory

The model of self-directed learning appeared around the same period as that of Knowle’s
andragogy (1980). Considering that self-directiveness was one of the key assumptions in
Knowle’s proposed andragogy theory, he is also regarded as one of the key contributors to the
development of the self-directed learning model (Brookfield, 1995; Collins, 2004). The self-
directed learning model is grounded on the assumption that adults are independent and can
control their own learning, which is essentially the same philosophical assumption made in
andragogy (Brookfield, 1995; Collins, 2004; Illeris, 2007, p. 125). According to Knowles
learners grow in being independent learners as they mature (Illeris, 2007, p. 125; Knowles,
1980). However, Tough (1979), inspired by Houle’s work, expanded on the concept of self-
directed learning and is responsible for it eventually being regarded as a research area (Merriam,
1996, p. 137). The original research conducted by Tough showed that approximately 70% of
the participants (high school learners) that he observed engaged in learning projects that were
initiated and planned by themselves independently (Merriam, 1996, p. 137). Merriam (1996,
2001) and Brookfield (1984, 1995) consequently observed the emergence of various research
questions around attributes of self-directed learning as a result of Tough’s work. These included
studies in aspects such as understanding the self-directed learning process, and the most familiar
and most widely practiced is the linear process of assessing one’s needs and steps taken to meet
them, which was documented extensively by Tough and Knowles. The latter refers to the extent

to which adults are naturally self-directed and whether this attribute is enhanced with practice
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or maturity. Four main variables were subsequently identified relating to this attribute that
determine the extent to which a learner is self-directed — level of technical skills, familiarity
with the subject matter, sense of personal competence and context of learning event and lastly,
is how to increase learner autonomy and control in learning setting (Merriam, 1996, p. 138).
Merriam (1996) remarked that the models for experiencing self-directed learning developed in
the 1980s and 1990s were more iterative compared to Tough and Knowles’ earlier linear model.
Parallel to this research about the aspects of self-directed learning, Merriam also observed the
ongoing debate around the fundamental definition of the phenomenon. In his update on adult
learning research, Merriam (1996) further noted that the goals of self-directed learning vary:
the goal within the philosophical perspective, as defined by Knowles and Tough, is to develop
the learner’s ability to be self-direct; the goal in Mezirow’s transformational learning is to foster
critical reflection (Merriam, 1996, 2001); Merriam (2001) identified the third goal as
emancipatory learning and social action. In Azevedo’s (2005) research on the implementation
of hypermedia as a metacognitive tool, he questioned whether self-directed learning could be
used as a theoretical model. He acknowledges the limitation that a learner is “self-directed to
the extent that they are cognitively, motivationally, and behaviourally active participants in

their learning process” (Azevedo, 2005, p. 201).

Similar to andragogy, from which it was developed, self-directed learning has therefore
suffered various criticisms. Brookfield (1995) discussed how earlier studies of the phenomenon
had focused on middle-class participants and also ignored issues relating to social and political
forces (Babajeva, 2012). In his advocation for the goal of emancipatory learning and social
action, Merriam (2001, p. 9) also expressed that self-directed learning ought to be “positioned
more for social and political action than individual learning”. Both Brookfield (1995) and
Merriam (1996, p. 140) discussed the criticism by feminist research of the notion of
independence and autonomy over interdependence and collaboration, as grounded on
patriarchal values. Brookfield (1995, p. 2) emphasised the need to understand this phenomenon
within social networks and support groups that exist in a learning context. In the political
dimension, he urged that the dynamics of power and control relating to learning and their ability
to assume responsibility for their learning needs in be studied further. In his argument,

Brookfield (1995, p. 2) further expressed that ignoring culture in seeking to understand the
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phenomenon of self-directedness may result to it being equated to separateness and focus on

self over collective action, common interest and interdependence.

2.2.3 Experiential Learning Theory

The importance of experience in the learning process has been continually discussed since as
early as Knowles’ andragogical theory about the nature of adult learning (Merriam, 1996, p.
137). Brookfield (1984, 1995) even noted experience as central to andragogy, a perspective
which progressively evolved to define education practice in many societies globally. In fact,
even research prior to Knowles’ theory relied on practice in order to observe learning
phenomena, although the perspectives were predominantly behaviourist (Fischer & Kommers,
1999; Fretwell & Hopper, 2003; van Weert, 2011). This approach to learning was emphasised
by researchers such as Jarvis (2009) and Kolb (1984) who have perceived adults as active
participants in a society plagued with complex problems, and therefore proposed a view of the
learning process that was a departure from the behaviourist theories that dominated adult
research at the time. They viewed adult learning as being an ongoing interaction between the
learner and the environment, and therefore regarded practice as playing a central role in the
learning process. However, this is firstly based on the assumption that the motivation for adults
to learn is influenced by their environment, as well as the opportunities that they perceive to
exist within that environment if they participate in learning activities (Fischer & Kommers,
1999). In fact, Illeris (2003, 2007, 2016) described this phenomenon as the incentive element
that experience represents to one’s motivational and emotional commitment to the learning
process. Secondly, Kolb (1984) suggested that knowledge occurs and is tested through the
experience of the learner, which was differentiated from the cognitive approaches to learning
as these disregarded the subconscious and subjective experience in the learning process. Kolb
(1984) proposed the experiential learning theory as a more holistic perspective whereby the
learning process combines experience, perspective, cognition and behaviour (Babajeva, 2012).
Kolb (1984, p. 22) asserted that “learning transforms the impulses, feelings, and desires of
concrete experience into higher-order purposeful action” (Illeris, 2007, p. 54). According to
Kolb (1984, pp. 30, 33-34), the learning process is cyclic and progresses in four adaptive stages
[figure 1] - concrete experience followed by reflective observation and abstract
conceptualisation to active experimentation, and back to concrete experience (Illeris, 2007, p.

53).
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Ileris (2007, pp. 54-55), however, argued that although Kolb’s model represented a systematic
approach to the learning process which is valid in contexts that allow a vigorous rationalisation
of the diversity of reality, learning in the real world is seldom systematic in its progression. At
the beginning of his research, Jarvis (2009) also discussed that Kolb’s learning cycle was a
rather simplistic representation of the complex reality of the social process involved in human
learning (Illeris, 2009, pp. 22-24). Though Kolb (1984) asserts that learning is beyond being
an internal and personal process but involves a transaction between the person and the
environment, Illeris (2007, pp. 53-57) criticised the model for failing to move beyond the
individual dimension and its detachment from interaction with the environment. Illeris (2007,
p. 55) described Kolb’s prehension dimension (a grasping into the learner’s psychological
structures) as consistently individual-centred since the environment is not sufficiently factored
in as part of the interactive process. Illeris (2007, 2009, 2016) and Jarvis (Jarvis, 2009) both
argued that the social and interaction dimensions are excluded from Kolb’s perception of the
learning process. Jarvis (2009) based his argument on the notion that “learning begins with
experience and experience is always social”, and so in neglecting the social dimension, Kolb
ignored a critical aspect of the experiential learning process (Illeris, 2009, p. 24). Babajeva
(2012) expressed that the theory was among those that still represented a cognitive approach to
the study of the adult learning process - as it focuses on the changes in experience and
restructuring (Illeris, 2007, p. 125). Brookfield (1995) also warned that the exclusive reliance
on experience as the defining characteristic of adult learning has two potential pitfalls. Firstly
experience is not neutral, but culturally shaped and framed; how a person senses and interprets
their environment is shaped by their structures of understanding (Brookfield, 1995, p. 4).
Secondly, the quantity of experience does not necessarily imply a richness or intensity of

experience (Brookfield, 1995, p. 4).
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Figure 1: Kolb's learning model (Illeris, 2007, p. 56)

Nevertheless, if we consider the various lifelong learning theories and their respective models
that have emerged in recent years, to a large degree, they are either variations of or expansions

on the Transformation, Self-Directed and Experiential theories discussed above.

2.3 Adults as Lifelong Learners - Transition from Adult to Lifelong Learning

Perspectives

Lifelong learning theories within adult learning aspire towards an epistemology that views the
learner more holistically and also acknowledges the complex nature of the learning process. It
is, therefore, an attempt to understand the learning process through a more holistic lens
(Babajeva, 2012; Illeris, 2003, 2007, 2009, 2016). This paradigm has become increasingly
important in the past 10-15 years as the concept of lifelong learning has gained popularity
within all areas of society; as economies have become increasingly globalised due to the rapid
advancements of digital technologies and their implementation within economic structures
(Bughin, 2018; Kane, 2017; Nguyen, 2007), the rate of information transfer has increased
exponentially (van Weert, 2011). The concept of the knowledge society or economy has

therefore also emerged alongside lifelong learning as a term for explaining a society that is
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flooded with knowledge which has the potential to restructure, and threaten to render obsolete,
various aspects of its functions (Fischer & Kommers, 1999; Fretwell & Hopper, 2003; Illeris,
2009, p. 1; van Weert, 2011). Illeris (2003, 2009, p. 1), aresearcher of lifelong learning, asserted
that although learning is critical with respect to socio-economic health and development,
learning forms one of the fundamental experiences in the manifestation of human life (Jarvis,
2009). He expressed that learning is a complex concept, and hence the reason why attempts to
find a generally accepted definition and a unifying model of the concept among scholars have
thus far been unsuccessful (Fischer & Kommers, 1999). Illeris (2003, p. 396) further observed
that the refocus on the concept of learning, both in public debate and professional psychology,
that has been taking place since the 1990s is a result of “an increasing orientation towards
education and lifelong learning being regarded as important factors in the growing global
competitiveness between economies and organisations” (Badescu & Saisana, 2008; Preece &

Hoppers, 2011; van Weert, 2011; Dawe et al., 2021).

2.3.1 What is lifelong learning?

Lifelong learning is generally subjected to various interpretations, and in recent decades it has
become so popular in policy speak that the concept is largely associated with and incorporated
into educational goals and policies by governments. The perspective of lifelong learning that is
predominantly held within these contexts, however, largely relates to training and formal
education (Knapper & Cropley, 1986; Walters, 1999, 2006; Kirby et al., 2010). In fact, in his
publication about lifelong learning concerning distance education, Knapper (1985) went to the
extent of referring to it as the ‘new catchword for continued education’. Nevertheless, no
consensus has been reached in defining the concept even among scholars, instead, the framing
of it varies depending on the context in which it is being studied (Nordin et al., 2010). Scholars
often prefer to define overall learning. Lifelong learning is therefore generally interpreted as
referring to all stages of learning; from birth to death and includes formal, informal and non-
formal approaches, though this is the basic definition (Brookfield, 1995; Illeris, 2003; Laal,
2011; Kovacs & Kalman, 2022). Philosophically, it centres around giving individuals the
opportunity to self-actualize and consequently experience self-fulfilment (Babajeva, 2012;
Illeris, 2003). In his review, Midtsundstad (2019, p. 14) defines lifelong learning in reference
to one’s career as ‘‘competence development and upgrading throughout the professional

career”. He also states that “adult learning and education, formal and informal, is that
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obtained at an age beyond common graduation age” (Midtsundstad, 2019, p. 15), suggesting
that the understanding of adult learning is a prerequisite for understanding lifelong learning in
adults. Jarvis (2009, pp. 21-34), a scholar of lifelong learning and the learning society,
suggested a broad definition of lifelong learning based on his assertions about the phenomenon
of learning as having three distinct attributes: “learning is an existential phenomenon, and
hence a process that continues throughout the whole life and is moulded through interaction
with the world”. He, however, also acknowledges that this process does not occur by default,
but is shaped by experience and requires development. Jarvis (2009, p. 31) further states that to
understand the phenomenon of lifelong learning, “the whole person in the social situation must

be understood — it is a philosophical anthropology but also a sociology and psychology”.

In the educational sphere, Knapper (1985, pp. 4-5) frames lifelong learning according to
Faure’s conceptualization of a learning system with the following attributes: a) available
throughout an individual’s lifetime; b) responds to the individual’s needs to cope with demands
of contemporary society; ¢) is guided and directed by the learner; d) encourages learning from
a variety of sources, both formal and non-formal. This framing of the concept was inspired by
the desire to see education democratized; provide equality of opportunity in education and for
education to be a tool to improve the quality of life across societies (C. Knapper, 1985, p. 5).
Though researchers within the education context, such as Knapper and Cropley (1983; 1985;
1986), have adopted Faure’s definition of the concept, more emphasis tends to be placed on the
implementation of strategies at an institutional level and within the formal education system
(Nordin et al., 2010). In a study among radiology students, Collins (2004) explains the lifelong
dynamic of learning by focusing on the main distinction between an adult and a child learner,
which is experience. Her idea is based on the modern conceptualization of adult and child
learning processes as on a continuum, separated by the quantity and quality of the learner’s
experience, and the amount of control they exercise over the process and the learning
environment (Collins, 2004, p. 1484). It is worth noting that this perspective diverges from
Knowles’ (1980) original idea that adults and children learn through two distinct processes.
There is therefore some consensus between Jarvis (2009), Knapper (1985) and Collins’ (2004)
studies that an important aspect in executing lifelong learning is valuing that adults, unlike
children, possess prior experience and learning, and that these are important foundations for

new (present and future) learning. A rather comprehensive description of the phenomenon of
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learning, which is regarded by Illeris (2009, p. 17) as the most important for lifelong adoption,
identifies adult learning within lifelong learning as a “process of becoming aware of the frame
of reference within which we think, feel, and act, becoming critical of its adequacy with
conscious of where it comes, developing newer more adequate frames of reference which are
more inclusive, and discriminating of experience and finally acting out of this frame of

reference”. He identifies this as the most important and lifelong type of learning.

If we briefly consider the broad definition of the learning process used by Illeris (2009, p. 3,7)
- “any process that in living organisms leads to permanent capacity change and which is not
solely due to biological maturing or ageing” — a complex process of transformation and
engagement is implied. This speaks to the understanding of learning which is beyond the
acquisition of skills and knowledge, which has also gradually gained wide acceptance recently.
This is the same line of reasoning followed by Kommers and Fischer (1999) in their study
whereby they investigated conceptual models and computational environments that support
lifelong learning. From their analysis, they concluded that a pursuit of engagement in lifelong
learning needs to move beyond training approaches. They argued that lifelong learning depends
on embracing the notion that “knowledge is not transferred but jointly constructed” (Fischer
& Kommers, 1999, p. 17). This premise is especially relevant for learning in the 21 as
information has become widely accessible, but needs to be synthesized and tested to create new
knowledge that can be applied to solving the wicked problems that plague our societies.
Knowles (1980) mentions that at the core of developing adults to become lifelong is the
development of the skills of inquiry. Also, that in the pursuit of increasing their engagement in

lifelong learning structures must be assembled to support them as self-directed inquirers.

2.3.2 Metacognition — “Learning to learn”

Lifelong learning therefore not only depends on the methods that content is presented or the
approach adopted in the learning process or even the context whereby learning occurs. Instead,
it ultimately teaching adult learners ‘how to learn’ or ‘learn to learn’ (Brookfield, 1995;
Dawson, 2008; Perras, 2014; Lopez, 2017). Metacognition, and the growing research into the
concept, have been driven by the need to address the practical implications of lifelong learning,
and how it can be observed and implemented in real-life situations across various contexts. This

idea of metacognition has been discussed by several scholars such as Brookfield (1995) and
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Dawson (2008) who have focused on the learning process beyond the cognitive approach,
instead also incorporating the role that reflection plays in increasing the learner’s autonomy in
the learning process. Other scholars define this phenomenon as metacognition or ‘thinking
about thinking’, and consequently argue that beyond educational background, another main
obstacle to learning is linked to the lack of skill to direct one’s learning process in different
contexts. However not discounting the significant role that other elements, such as content and
environment, also plays in the learning process (Dawson, 2008; Perras, 2014). Researchers who
advocate for the development of metacognitive abilities as part of increasing engagement in
lifelong learning further infer that these are important tools for strategically navigating the
process of solving ill-defined problems and the learning of unfamiliar or new concepts
(Azevedo, 2005; Azevedo & Hadwin, 2005; Iftikhar, 2015; Lopez, 2017; Marra et al., 2017,
Perras, 2014). Perras (2014, p. 1), drawing from the explanations of earlier researchers of the
concept, expands on the definition of metacognition as “the understanding and awareness of
one’s own mental or cognitive processes”. A research team at the American Society for
Engineering Education adopted a definition based on Flavell’s (1979) research; metacognition

as “knowledge and cognition about cognitive phenomena” (Marra et al., 2017, p. 3).

The concept of metacognition was first discussed by Flavell (1979) in his presentation of the
Model of Cognitive Monitoring, which was a result of his research at the time. In this research
Flavell (1979) designed experiments in which he could observe the level of learners’ awareness,
and therefore the application, of their cognitive processes during learning activities. He
subsequently defined Metacognitive Monitoring as a regulatory system that includes ‘the
monitoring of the various cognitive activities’ via four interactive elements: knowledge,
experiences, goals (or tasks) and actions (strategies) (Dawson, 2008; Flavell, 1979, p. 906). He
expands on the four metacognitive classes included in his model as follows: metacognitive
knowledge is the element within which knowledge about the world is stored and forms the
building block for the other three; metacognitive experiences relate to cognitive or affective
experience linked to intellectual activity; goals (or tasks) refer to the objectives of the cognitive
activities; actions (or strategies) are the cognitions or subsequent behaviours employed to
achieve these goals (Flavell, 1979, pp. 906-907). Though this specific research had been
confined to the observation of elementary school children, the findings also led him to pose

significant questions about this concept in relation to adult learners which would have major
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implications for future research. For instance, within the metacognitive knowledge element,
Flavell (1979) suggested the tacit beliefs that a person holds about their environment, society
and themselves (intrapersonal differences, interindividual differences and universals of
cognition) have important implications in the cognitive enterprises of older children and adults.
His research also led to the conclusion that, like cognitive strategies, metacognitive strategies
can also be acquired and activated deliberately or unintentionally, with fundamental effects on
cognitive functions. Regarding metacognitive experiences, Flavell (1979, p. 908) proposed that
their occurrence is prevalent whereby constant monitoring of one’s progress is required; in
circumstances that prompt careful, highly conscious thinking, and when knowledge enters
consciousness — such as the recollection of a similar problem while tackling a new one. These
suggestions by Flavell (1979) led him to conclude that an overlap exists between metacognitive
knowledge and experience, and have a major impact on goals (tasks) and cognitive actions

(strategies), hence the interactive nature of the four metacognitive elements.

Various studies have been conducted, predominantly in the context of formal education, aiming
to understand the practical implications of metacognition towards enhancing the learning
abilities of learners so that their engagement in lifelong learning becomes sustainable. A
summary by Perras (2014) of a study of students with learning deficiencies - which aimed to
understand how metacognitive protocols could be implemented in a classroom context in order
to help improve their learning abilities - argued that as a student reflects before, during and after
a learning task metacognition helps them to become increasingly aware of their strengths and
weaknesses and to identify more effective strategies in the learning process, and therefore
become increasingly autonomous in their learning (Duff & McKinstry, 2007; Perras, 2014).
The above study further identified several tools and strategies that educators can implement in
the classroom to develop metacognition and the ongoing application of it by students
throughout the execution of a task (Perras, 2014). Another study was recently undertaken by
Lopez (2017) among university undergraduates, seeking to understand metacognition in
relation to the 21% century adult learner. Lopez identifies this learner as expected to be adaptive,
possess critical thinking and analytical skills, to name a few, and to persistently engage in
collaborative learning and solving of real-world problems. His research, therefore, focused on
problem-based learning as a more relevant model for promoting metacognition, and because it

incorporates the various elements which are present in the process of solving real-world
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problems. He further asserted that this model is more student-centred, compared to the more

traditional models which are predominantly teacher-centred in their approach (Lopez, 2017).

Another group of researchers have also linked this phenomenon to self-directedness in the
learning process (Azevedo, 2005; Azevedo & Hadwin, 2005; Duff & McKinstry, 2007; Iftikhar,
2015; Perras, 2014). Self-directedness has been consistently identified as one of the key
attributes of participating in lifelong learning by both traditional and contemporary scholars of
adult learning. Azevedo and Hadwin (2005) discussed the concept of ‘scaffolding’ within
computer-based learning environments in order to facilitate the metacognitive process and thus
enhance self-directed learning. They defined scaffolding as “involving calibrated support for
diagnosed learning target”, with the additional attributes of being individualised and fading,
so that the student increasingly engages in self-diagnosis as the individualised support is
gradually removed (Azevedo & Hadwin, 2005, p. 370). Their research identified the diagnostic
element as key in determining how the individualisation aspect should be approached or
designed in the computer-aided learning environment. Lopez’s (2017) findings also revealed
the need to implement scaffolding strategies in order to support the development of
metacognitive skills and self-directedness, among other skills, for students who have not been
previously exposed to the problem-based learning model, and then gradually remove them to
increase self-sufficiency. In a study of an engineering workforce, the researchers approached
their exploration into the continuous development of technological skills by focusing on the
interactions between the phenomena of lifelong learning and metacognition. In this research,
Marra and colleagues (2017) followed the transition of a group from college into the workplace.
They observed how the metacognitive skills which had been imparted through scaffolding
during college years were being used to help tackle ill-defined problems in the workplace while
also keeping their skills relevant. Both aspects were also linked to the learner’s level of self-
directedness to learning in order to thrive in the workplace. From the research findings, Marra
and colleagues (2017) went on to assert that the ability to become a successful life-long learner
flows from the learner’s ability to apply metacognitive reflection and strategies in their learning

processes.

However, very few studies have focused on attempting to also observe lifelong learning

orientation using metacognition as will be shown below.
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2.4 Lifelong learning in the workplace — the organisational as a learning environment

The integration of lifelong learning and learning in the organisation has been receiving
increased attention from scholars over recent years. However, the incorporation of
metacognitive strategies and their observation within organisations, and specifically business
enterprise environments, has been limited. Several studies have been undertaken that attempt
to demonstrate how learning takes place within an organisation, beyond the traditional formal
training and course attendance. These studies have aimed to show that learning and the
orientation towards a lifelong learning mindset can be built into the business’s processes and
strategies. In this way employees’ skills are continuously developed without the business being
subjected to high training costs associated with the attendance of formal training. These studies
have also demonstrated the complexity of the learning process, and how, during this process,
the adult who is engaging in it needs to be considered from a holistic perspective if they are
expected to eventually engage as lifelong learners (Saar et al., 2013), therefore linking back to

the approach which has been proposed by lifelong learning theorists.

Before proceeding with the discussion about how lifelong learning can be observed within the
organisational context, the concept of organisational learning which will also be adopted within
this study must be reviewed and clarified. According to Yang, Watkins and Marsick (2004, p.
34), there is a stark difference between organisational learning and the learning organisation —
learning organisations are “organic in their potential to learn”, whereas organisational learning
refers to “the collective experiences used to acquire knowledge and develop skills”. A scholar
on the topic of lifelong learning, Illeris (2004) described the process of learning in an
organisation as follows: “Learning in the workplace takes place in the encounter between the
learning environments of the workplace and the employees’ learning processes” (Illeris, 2004,
p. 431). In this definition, he emphasises the ongoing interaction between the individual
(employee) and the organisational environment. In fact, Illeris completely rejected the notion
of the ‘learning organisation’, based on the argument that an entity is unable to assimilate the
complex processes involved in human learning (Illeris, 2004, p. 435). He argued that the
collective learning experiences that exist within organisations, which are referred to as ‘learning
organisations’, are a result of the cooperation among the individuals undergoing the learning
processes. This refers to what he defines as ‘socially co-ordinated’ experiences within the
environment. Therefore, according to Illeris’ definition, the organisation, as an entity, offers an
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environment through which learning can occur as a result of an individual’s psychological

processes interacting with it. Consequently, certain aspects of the organisation, and the

dynamics that exist within it, can either act as enablers or inhibitors to learning (Illeris, 2004).

This definition proposed by Illeris (2004) will be adopted for this study.

Marsick and Watkins (2003) proposed that people and structure are the two main features of
the ‘learning organisation’, which interact and consequently dictate how the organisation can
develop and change. Their view was that the ‘learning organisation’ can to integrate people and
structure in a manner that fosters continuous learning and change. This perspective ties back to
Illeris’s (2004) assertion that the ‘learning organisation’ is derived from socially co-ordinated
experiences resulting in organisational learning taking place, in this case, the structure acts as
the tool for coordinating those experiences. Also, these structures, amongst other factors, can
serve as enablers or inhibitors to learning within the organisational environment. Billet (1994)
- one of the pioneers in the research about learning in the organisation - in his earlier definition
described workplace learning as “a way of acquiring knowledge and skills in activities that are
directly involved in a real task where learners are guided directly by a skilled mentor” (Zhao
& Ko, 2018, p. 45). Zhao (2018, pp. 45-46) expanded on this definition that knowledge
acquisition “is achieved in the process of engaging in social practices and daily work, and the
close interaction between individuals is a very important source of knowledge in the process of

individual learning and the construction of knowledge”.

In their study of formal and informal learning in the workplace, Manuti and colleagues (2015)
also identified the lack of a unified definition for workplace learning. Their observation was
that a two-pronged lens could be applied to articulating process of learning in the workplace:
1) as a site of learning associated with the development of the enterprise, as well as the
development of the individuals as they exchange knowledge and skill 2) “as a site that has
been approached and theorised across various disciplines, resulting in various interpretations

about construct” (Manuti et al., 2015, pp. 2-3).

Following their extensive review, Manuti and colleagues (2015) concluded that there was no
prescriptive definition or unified approach to defining workplace learning or what it ought to

look like. Instead, they derived their definition based on ‘observations’ about the workplace, its
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role as an enterprise and the extent to which the idea of ‘workplace learning” has been theorised
across the various disciplines, suggesting the interplay of multiple factors which impact
learning in this context. From the findings, they identified a common thread throughout the
various literature - that workplace learning has a formal and informal nature (Manuti et al.,
2015, p. 4). A study on entrepreneurial education proposed that since the process of
entrepreneurial learning is often unstructured, informal and unintentional the organisation plays
an important role in terms of bringing in the organising element (Baggen et al., 2016). This was
based on the suggestion that “the work environment is a powerful site for learning, and for
developing entrepreneurial competence” (Baggen et al., 2016, p. 196), considering that learners
with an entrepreneurial orientation seldom benefit from structured learning environments. This
argument therefore also brings forth the potential for organisational learning to further shape

the creation of new ventures within and beyond its periphery.

The reason that organisational learning has increasingly become important in working towards
fostering a lifelong learning culture in adults is that learning on an individual level has its
limitations. As an individual, the motivation and intention to learn cannot be separated from
our past experiences (especially the learning experiences) and interpretations of them,
educational background and opportunities available. Therefore an individual’s motivation is
heavily linked to whether their past learning experience was positive or negative, including
their perception of available opportunities for learning and the eventual rewards for the learning
efforts undertaken (Kyndt et al., 2011). This is where the organisation can play an important
role in providing a context within which to shape one’s ability to intentionally engage in lifelong
learning, learn to identify opportunities, and provide relevant motivation, such as development
and growth in one’s role. Concerning informal learning at an individual level, Marsick and
Watkins (2003) proposed that the learning process is often triggered by an unexpected event or
a departure from the norm. Other scholars infer that the informal learning process can also be
triggered by simply noticing; the things that tug, and cause subtle tensions or intrigue
(Petriglieri, 2020). This forces an individual to seek to understand the selective filtering of
available and new information and strategize in order to resolve the tension by considering
possible actions. The resolution process is limited by the individuals capacity to act (skills,
resources, authority etc.), but the transformation, which is important for a lifelong learning

orientation (Petriglieri, 2020; Dawe et al., 2021), during the learning process is determined by
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their ability to recognise and interpret the results of their eventual actions taken (Marsick &
Watkins, 2003; Petriglieri, 2020). This is a domain whereby incidental learning (a by-product
of another activity or experience) which has occurred is also surfaced and brought to
perspective (Fischer & Kommers, 1999; Marsick & Watkins, 2003; Petriglieri, 2020). The
entire process described above is dependent on the individual learner’s capacity to plan, initiate,
identify or facilitate learning opportunities, especially if it relates to informal learning.

Furthermore, at an individual level, this process takes time.

In contrast, the organisational level of learning involves a collaborative approach. This is an
important dynamic because the workplace does not merely exist for learning. Instead, the
balance between habits and expectations has to be maintained (Petriglieri, 2020), which is also
true in today’s fast-changing society and knowledge-based economies. One of the advantages
that arise from a collaborative environment, in this case, the organisation, is the creation of new
value which is vital. Not just for survival, but thriving in today’s economies and societies
(Baggen et al., 2016; Balle et al., 2016; Oudejans et al., 2011; Peters et al., 2010; Sutherland
Olsen, Dorothy, 2016; van Weert, 2011). This does not suggest that the individual learning
process should be discarded as it is foundational towards fully participating in organisational
learning. The individual learning process speaks to the self-directed element of lifelong
learning, which is equally applicable in a work environment especially if an individual is to be
intentional about recognising and maximising informal learning opportunities (Azevedo, 2005;
Azevedo & Hadwin, 2005; Brookfield, 1995; Dawson, 2008; Fischer, 1998; Marra et al., 2017;
Kovacs & Kalman, 2022). Instead, this inference about the collaborative approach is simply
intended to highlight the amplified benefits of moving beyond the perspective of the all-
knowing individual, the individual-centred approach to problem-solving and innovation
(Fischer, 1998; Fischer & Kommers, 1999). It also aims to challenge the perspective that
learning for organisational purposes is predominantly achieved through formal learning, such
as course attendance and virtual or classroom instruction (Fischer & Kommers, 1999; Laal,
2011; Manuti et al., 2015). In addition, it seeks to recognise that though the adult, who is viewed
as a learner in the organisation whereby collective activities are undertaken towards achieving
organisational goals, brings background experience and prior learning to the table, the internal
(organisation) and external (economic and social) environments which shape the learning

experience are not static (Collins, 2004; Kolb, David A, 1984; van Weert, 2011). Consequently,
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the development and skills of adult learning need to evolve accordingly, so that they and the
organisation are able to adapt and evolve. The focus, therefore, shifts towards an attempt to
somewhat capture this process as it happens alongside the undertaking of organisational
activities. In various research about learning in the organisation, the bulk of the emphasis is
often placed on formal aspects such as course attendance. Billet (2002) disagreed with the
perspective that workplace learning is informal or unstructured. He instead suggested that by
virtue of the processes, systems, values and activities within an organisation being highly
organised (formal or structured) implies that the subsequent learning is also formal or
structured, since the learning occurs as one engages with and through these structures (Zhao &
Ko, 2018). Zhao (2018) further argued that if the work process and learning process are
inseparable within an organisation, the epistemological perspective is therefore that knowledge
is gradually developed or learned by the learner as they engage with the work process. It is,
however, worth noting that the definition of a work process is different in each work
environment. For example, in an educational institution classroom training is regarded as part
of the work process, while in a manufacturing organisation, this activity would be regarded as

a formal learning activity since it is a planned activity that is outside of the regular work process.

2.5 Model for Lifelong learning in the workplace

The ongoing debates over the past decade have resulted in several proposals towards the
development of a comprehensive model for understanding the complex construct of lifelong
learning (Illeris, 2009, pp. 7-19). The main feature that such models have in common is the
holistic view of the learning process; they seek to consider the social, individual and structural
dimensions at play during the learning process, and how they impact the learning orientation
(Dawe et al., 2021). Of course, every person’s learning orientation is as unique as their
experiences. This, therefore, introduces a further complication - the possibilities that such a
model would need to consider become almost infinite (Illeris, 2009). Of the four categories of
learning suggested by Illeris (2009, pp. 7-19) — cumulative or mechanical learning, assimilative
or learning by addition, accommodative or transcendent learning, and transformative learning
— the concept of lifelong learning represents an acknowledgement that all types of learning
happen simultaneously, although some tend to dominate depending on the learner’s orientation.
Hence, the study of the concept is a positioning towards becoming adaptable learners such that

one is able to activate either type depending on the situation. It is then not surprising that the

[ e A 0 i :
mous q# AMBA B § AACSB 37

.......... ACCRE TED - ACCREDITED



Graduate School

-BUSINESS MPhil

UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN

study of this construct is regarded as complex because of the broad number of variables that
these models tend to incorporate. Even more so once the context and the learner’s prior learning
experiences are taken into consideration. As such, certain attempts to operationalize this
construct have remained vague, and its practical applications have therefore largely been

prescriptive rather than based on the interpretation of research observations.

With these considerations in mind, this research aims to study the enablers and inhibitors
towards cultivating a lifelong learning orientation as a result of an interaction with the
organisation. Upon the evaluation of several proposed models, Illeris’s model will be used to
study the construct. The construct will be studied within small to mid-size South African
organisations. Illeris (2004) developed a model which combined the social and the individual
levels of the learning that occurs in the workplace. This model examines the connection
between the workplace as the learning environment - the communities and technical as well as
organisational elements - and the individual’s learning processes that are activated as a result

of the interaction with this environment (Illeris, 2004; Kovacs & Kalman, 2022).

Illeris (2009, p. 8) proposed that due to other complex processes that occur simultaneously with
the learning process, the conditions that influence its occurrence need to be accounted for. His
initial model, which he also presented at a conference alongside other lifelong learning scholars
in 2007, considered four areas that influenced the learning process — history and life experience,

learning context and methods, internal processes, as well as the external environment (figure

2).
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Figure 2: The areas of the understanding of learning (Illeris, 2009, p. 8)

Unlike many learning theories which consider the internal (acquisition/cognitive) and external
(interactive/social) factors separately, Illeris (2009) sought to incorporate these to gain a holistic
perspective in his attempt to understand learning. The first layer of the model in figure 3
illustrates how the individual processes their interactions with the environment - the content
dimension is what is learned, such as skills, knowledge and attitudes (Nguyen, 2007; Kovacs
& Kalman, 2022); the incentive provides and directs mental energy; and these two dimensions
are initiated from the interaction with the environment, the interaction dimension (Illeris, 2009,
p. 10). This base model, from which he developed the model for learning in the workplace, can
be applied to understand learning in formal, informal and non-formal learning situations (Illeris,

2009, pp. 7-19).

Illeris adds that the content extends to aspects such as understanding, meaning, coherence and
the understanding of culture and social dimensions of the learning context, as the learner ‘tries
to create meaning and understanding out of the learning situation’ (Nguyen, 2007, p. 8). He
further asserted that the content and incentive dimensions are heavily dependent on the
interaction of the learner with the environment (third dimension — the interaction dimension).
He also regards the learner’s previously learned skills, as well as identified strengths and

weaknesses as important in the content dimension, as these form the foundation ‘on which the
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learner develops their new capacity to function appropriately in various contexts’ (Illeris, 2004;

Nguyen, 2007, p. 8).

In addition, he asserts that the incentive dimension is closely related to the content dimensions,
as these are stimulated simultaneously through the interaction of the learner with the learning
environment. Incentive, therefore, relates to elements such as motivation and emotions, which
in turn fuels the learner’s energy that is driving the learning process. This is taking into
consideration that the learning process may require the learner to unlearn or alter their old

emotional and motivational patterns, and learn new ones (Illeris, 2004; Nguyen, 2007, p. 8).

This is the layer of the model which considers the way that the employee (learner) processes
these engagements, and informs the shaping of their individual identity within the work
environment. In this context, Illeris defines individual identity as “a partial identity, concerned
with our experience of ourselves as working individuals and as parts of a working fellowship”
(Illeris, 2004, p. 436). Therefore, unlike the models that solely focus on the cognitive aspects
of workplace (learning content) learning, he suggests that the learner’s responses to the social
elements of their work environment are equally critical towards shaping their learning

experiences and subsequent learning processes.

/ a ! | '
EQUIs “q AMBA AACSB 40

.......... ACCRE TED - ACCREDITED



Graduate School

-BUSINESS MPhil

UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN

CONTENT INCENTIVE
acquisition
-
INDIVIDUAL
c
o
9]
e
Q
E
ENVIRONMENT
MEANING MENTAL AND BODILY
ABILITIES BALANCE
FUNCTIONALITY SENSITIVITY

INCENTIVE

CONTENT

knowledge i motivation
understanding emotion

skills volition

action
communication
cooperation

V

INTER-
ACTION

INTEGRATION

Figure 3: The fundamental processes of learning and three dimensions of learning (1lleris, 2009)

Ileris’s (2004, 2007) workplace model is derived from the fundamental notion that we learn
through interaction with an environment (learning is situated) and that the same environment
not only impacts the learning, but forms the framework for the learning. He, therefore, proposed
that learning is not an isolated process, but one that is shaped and impacted by the environment
within which it occurs (Illeris, 2004, 2007; Kovacs & Kaln, 2022). He referred to this level in
the analysis of the learning process as the interaction dimension — a departure from the
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psychological dimension whereby the individual is the setting (Illeris, 2007, pp. 96—123). In his
assertion that learning is ‘situated’ he articulated that by analysing the learner’s interactions
with the environment, we consequently evaluate their “opportunities for activity, engagement,
coordination, involvement in subjectively relevant issues, critical reflection, reflexivity and
social responsibility” (Illeris, 2007, p. 124). Although there are numerous variables which
could be incorporated into such a model, which are part of the organisational environment, such
as political influences, market conditions, and cultural conditions, the model focuses on those
that are important in defining the features of learning (figure 4). In fact, these other variables
are indirectly incorporated within the dimensions that define the work environment (technical-
organisation & socio-cultural dimensions of the organisation illustrated in figure 4). In this
context, these elements are the employee’s (learner’s) learning processes, the organisational

learning environment and the social learning environment.

EMPLOYEES' LEARNING PROCESSES

- work experience
- education and training
- social background

LEARNING AT
THE WORKPLACE

THE TECHNICAL-
ORGANISATIONAL

THE SOCIAL-CULTURAL

LEARNING ENVIRONMENT LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
- division of work and work content - communities of work
- autonomy and application of qualifications - cultural communities
- possibilities of social interaction - political communities

- strain and stress

Figure 4: A model for learning in the workplace, (Illeris, 2004, p. 432)
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From the model, one can already observe the ongoing interaction of the interaction between

these three levels. Illeris (2004, p. 433) therefore asserted that workplace learning is “inevitably,

directly and indirectly, influenced by the fundamental way in which working life is organised

and functions in society”. He referred to this ongoing interaction between the three levels as

‘working practice’; the region where workplace learning is cultivated through opinions,

explanations, behavioural patterns, or impressions that the learner encounters as they interact

with the environment. This forms the second layer towards the development of workplace

learning; the first layer is discussed above (figure 3).

The resultant model is a merger of the two layers to offer a holistic view of how workplace

learning can be approached by evaluating the relationship between working practice and the

shaping of work identity (figure 5).

INDIVIDUAL

’—/\\\
Y

Individual level

LEARNING LEARNING
CONTENT DYNAMIC
WORK
IDENTITY
WORKING
PRACTICE
THE TECHNICAL- THE SOCIAL-
ORGANISATIONAL CULTURAL
LEARNING LEARNING
ENVIRONMENT S-\_LZ - ENVIRONMENT
Social level

ENVIRONMENT

Figure 5: Learning in working life (Illeris, 2004, p. 438)
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2.5.1 Practical application of Illeris’ model

Illeris’s (2004) intention for developing this model was to not only propose a simplified version
for understanding the 'situated’ learning - in this instance learning that is situated in the
workplace - but to also draw attention to the complex dynamics at play when one engages with
their work environment. According to Illeris, economic (organisational and management)
perspectives are unable to fully incorporate and appreciate the social and individual conditions
at play when one engages in learning within the context of their working life. The framing of
the social and individual element is important when seeking to capture a ‘lifelong learning’
orientation as, by definition, it assumes that one does not just engage in learning but seeks
‘lifelong’ opportunities through which to intentionally engage in the learning process. The aim
is therefore to also capture the social and individual elements that impact elements such as
motivation, retainment of knowledge, and the development of meta-cognitive strategies —
which is the focus of this research — such that the learnings from one work environment can be
applied in a completely new and unrelated environment (the cross-application of skills). The
cases highlighted below only explore the first layer illustrated in figure 3, the first three of the

six dimensions (content-individual-environment), of Illeris’s model.

One of the practical cases in which Illeris’s model was tested is CROSSLIFE, a program that
is run through a collaboration between six universities globally, to share cross-cultural
experiences as part of the learning process. The aim was to explore how these dimensions
applied in the CROSSLIFE experience. Unfortunately, the interaction — between the learning
and the environment - dimension was very limited in this case as the workshops were conducted
virtually (Nguyen, 2007). One might argue that the virtual environment represents a type of
environment, however, this type of environment is not conducive to observing the various
aspects of an interaction as the learner experiences the environment on a two-dimensional level
(sight and audio). The CROSS LIFE example illustrates the limitations that are present when
learning happens online, hence the suggestion from a Danish Research Unit that ICT-connected
networks can be effectively exploited and developed if opportunities exist for face-to-face
engagements to take place so that codes of communication and mutual trust can be established
(Nguyen, 2007, p. 15). The inter-relation between the content and incentive dimension was also
very weak, mainly due to the workshop themes and study program not being congruent with

the motivations of the participants (Nguyen, 2007). However, positive results were observed
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amongst those participants who had cross-interests within CROSSLIFE (Nguyen, 2007). This
finding is in line with the self-aspect of learning motivation — “the shaping of their individual

identity within the work environment” as discussed by Illeris (2004, p. 436).

Another study was conducted by Mainwaring (2012), although it was limited to high school
learners in a formal academic environment. The findings from that study are worth exploring
as they provide some interesting perspectives on the first three dimensions and their link to
meta-cognitive strategies, although this perspective does not offer insight into shaping one’s
orientation. In her research, Mainwaring identified that the situation or setting within which
learning occurs can either encourage or discourage levels of meta-cognition (which she defines
as “‘meta-learning — the learner being discerning about what they want to learn and how they
want to do it”) (Mainwaring, 2012, p. 136). This definition has very close similarities to the
widely accepted definition of metacognition — ‘the understanding and awareness of one’s own
mental or cognitive processes’ discussed earlier. She further recognised that a setting which
encourages ‘meta-learning activity’ is seen by the learner as valuable. From her findings,
Mainwaring (2012, p. 136) proposed that the learner goes through the process of questioning
the relevance of the learning, an evaluation of the setting (the environment) together with the
content, and recognition of relevance results in the learner being persuaded that ‘meta-learning’
is worth engaging with. Mainwaring (2012, p. 137) therefore argued that by virtue of the setting
of the learning, learners can either “develop expansive identities whilst others might develop
contracting epistemic identities”. Especially, when the learning format succeeds or fails to
connect with real-life (personal and contextual) experiences, an aspect which is intended to
promote the learner’s “awareness of their own placement in an ever-changing world”

(Mainwaring, 2012, p. 137).

Zhao and Ko (2018) applied Illeris’s workplace model in a study to understand workplace
learning for vocational education teachers. In this study, Zhao adapted the model to depict the
various interactions that vocational educations encounter in their professional environment, and
how these potentially contribute to their learning for competence development. In his
association of workplace learning with work, place and learning, Zhoa defines work as tasks
and responsibilities associated with roles within an organisation, together with their

engagement process with other individuals in order to meet the expected outcomes. The place
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refers to the physical and psychological environment where the individual works, thinks, learns

and holds social interactions, while the learning aspect points to the wide activities relating to

their work.

The theoretical model proposed by Illeris (2004, 2007, 2016), which is discussed above, will
be utilised as the guiding model in the undertaking of this current research study. As already
seen, this model is designed to extensively interrogate the dimensions that impact the various
levels of learning that occur as the individual interacts with the organisational environment. It
has, therefore, been identified as the appropriate baseline for investigating these dimensions
during the subsequent development of metacognitive strategies as the individual interacts with
the same environment. This model will also be utilised as a guide for developing the framework

thereafter.

2.6 South African and the SME context
Research by Saar, Ure and Desjardins (2013) demonstrated that adult learning in itself is
complex and that though linked to education and training systems, it cannot be grasped by
simply analysing these. They argued that it is shaped by the broader economic, social and
cultural systems and interacting subsystems (Kirby et al., 2010; Midtsundstad, 2019; Saar et
al., 2013). Lifelong learning among adults, therefore, presents a unique and exceedingly
complex challenge in the African continent when also considering its complex socioeconomic
challenges and political reforms, which when compared to developed nations, are at the stage

of iteration in terms of maturity.

The major socio-economic challenge, specifically in the South African context, is to navigate
the changing nature of work, which demands that lifelong learning become a societal norm,
while simultaneously tackling historical issues of unemployment and unequal access to initial
education. Previous research also demonstrates a growing shift among both organisations and
the workforce, for differing reasons, in how learning is valued. However, organisations in the
South African context have seldom cited the changing nature of work, especially in terms of
their role in equipping the workforce to engage in lifelong learning, especially when
considering increased digitization in local businesses (Goldstuck, 2018). Some have, however,
expressed concern that training or developing their workforce with technology-centred skills

increases the risk of them leaving the organisation for better opportunities (Goldstuck, 2018;
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Gono et al., 2016). This is a rather very short-sighted approach to tackling the looming skills
crises for both organisations and the workforce. Nonetheless, the opportunity for these
perspectives to converge - enhancing the intangible assets of individuals while addressing the
complex skills challenges faced by organisations and their need to become agile in their
innovating processes - is yet to be adequately harnessed. In tackling these challenges,
organisations represent a major opportunity: potentially creating environments that not just
support learning, but whereby the individuals’ lifelong learning orientations are shifted as they
engage in learning through both informal and non-formal approaches, and consequently help
individuals grow in their ability to engage in self-directed lifelong learning (Laal, 2011; Dawe
etal., 2021). The phenomenon of lifelong learning within the African and South African context
has primarily been studied through the lens of culture and policy (Preece & Hoppers, 2011;
Walters, 2006). Many research gaps, especially relating to its implementation within African
economies, have therefore been identified, including its emergence in different settings within
these societal contexts, as well as the degree that individuals participate in it and the factors that

contribute to their engagement.

As already mentioned earlier, the prevalent assumption is that since learning is always
happening then individuals have the predisposition to engage in lifelong learning (Fretwell &
Hopper, 2003; Kirby et al., 2010; Laal, 2011). However, it is common knowledge that this is
far from true in the African context. Aside from having a mere 19.4% tertiary enrolments, the
South African basic education system has been plagued with two key issues over the past two
decades (Macha & Kadakia, 2017). Besides the ever-changing curriculum, the education
frameworks have not remained constant (Macha & Kadakia, 2017). This implies that each
framework implemented has not remained active long enough for educators to become
confident in their competence with it so that they subsequently impart metacognitive and
lifelong learning strategies to learners. Consequently, the majority of adults entering the
workplace, regardless of educational background, have not substantially developed the
metacognitive awareness and strategies that could enable them to effectively engage as lifelong
learners. The study by Kirby, Knapper, Lamon and Egnatoff (2010) shows that metacognitive
strategies are critical in an individual’s ability to learn effectively (and deliberately), and

therefore their likelihood to become a lifelong learner. The same paper by Kirby et al. is also
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one of the first attempts to operationalize the phenomenon, hence the lifelong questionnaire that

they developed will also be used in this research.

This research, therefore, seeks to understand the aspects within their organisations that enable
the development of lifelong learning strategies, and the extent to which this interaction with the
given environment is able to create a shift (or impact) in their orientation towards lifelong
learning. This research question will be explored within the SMME sector. Firstly, this sector
employs approximately 60% of the workforce across skill levels. Secondly, it comprises 90%
of formalized business and contributes between 36 — 54% to the South African GDP
(International Finance Corporation, 2018). It, therefore, plays a critical role in the South African
economy in terms of employment and economic activity; it has also been identified as a key
player in growing the economy’s ability to compete globally (Gono et al., 2016). This sector
also represents society’s ability to pivot from being employees to employers, thus making
lifelong learning critical for it to continue to grow and thrive in a digitized global economy
(Goldstuck, 2018; Gono et al., 2016). It, therefore, presents a rich environment for investigating
adults’ orientation towards lifelong learning, across all skill levels, as a result of their interaction

with the organisation.

2.7 Conclusion
The subject of lifelong learning has taken different forms over the past decades and has also
been the subject of several criticisms. Although the experience of lifelong learning is not limited
to adults, Knowles’ (1980) andragogy continues to be identified as an important backbone to
defining this construct. Defining lifelong learning has also been an ongoing subject of debate
due to the different interpretations that exist in different contexts. Studies that have instead
focused on defining this construct within specific contexts, rather than in generalised terms,
have played a critical role in moving this debate forward. Scholars such as Fischer & Kommers
(1999) and Knapper (1985) have made important contributions through their evaluations of
lifelong learning in several contexts. However, the most significant contributions made have so
far been in the area of education (Knapper & Cropley, 1986; Kirby et al., 2010). Nevertheless,
the questions raised by several scholars regarding the context continue to reveal new
opportunities for research. Especially in addressing the multi-dimensionality of lifelong
learning and the complexities introduced when it is studied in real-life environments (Illeris,
2004). As a result of these contextualised studies, several models have also been proposed for
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observing and evaluating this construct. These models have additionally attempted to capture
the ‘main’ features of these different contexts in several forms that are assumed to have direct
impact on adults engaging as lifelong learners. The most noteworthy of these models,
specifically relating to the work environment, is Illeris’ (2004) working life model. However,
due to the multi-dimensionality of the interactions occurring, these contextualised models,
including that proposed by Illeris, are able to capture limited aspects of the environments.
Hence, the debates focusing on the environment, and its role and ability to facilitate lifelong

learning in adults persist.

Several research undertakings have also demonstrated the need to make considerations for
multi-level interactions when seeking to study this construct in the organisational context.
Namely, the individual, group and systems levels which are also interacting with the individual
simultaneously as learning is occurring. There is, therefore, a need to firstly narrow down on a
logical definition based on the context that is to explored. Secondly, to study and interrogate
how adults specifically engage in lifelong learning, the fundamental strategies initiated
alongside learning processes cannot be ignored. Lastly, insight into the learning organisation
and the individual’s interaction with it, will help place this construct within the real world. If
there is an understand about how it unfolds in the spaces that adults predominantly spend their
time, namely the organisations for which they conduct work, this can expand to the building of
strategies for increasing adult engagement in lifelong learning. Consequently, such outcomes
could serve as an initial understand on how to facilitate sustained lifelong learning engagements

that yield self-directed lifelong learners in organisational environments.

Therefore, drawing from several literature viewpoints, this research attempted to study the
interaction between the organisational environment and the adult individual. The aim was to
identify the features within these organisational environments that acted as either enablers or
inhibitors to the engagement of these adults as lifelong learners. Leading to the research

question:

“what are the potential enablers and barriers to cultivating self-directed lifelong learning in

the workplace in Sub-Saharan economies?”
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3. Methods

The goal of the research was to investigate the phenomenon of lifelong learning through the
experiences of the individual. More specifically, the interactions with their organisational
environment, the meaning they created through those interactions and how it has influenced
their orientation towards becoming self-directed lifelong learners, as well as the development
of learning strategies to sustain them as lifelong learners (Castellan, 2010; Poggenpoel,
Myburgh, & Linde, 2006). To reiterate, the research will be based on Illeris’ interpretation of
lifelong learning in the work environment, stated as “the learning that takes place in the
encounter between the learning environments of the workplace and the employees’ learning

processes” (Illeris, 2004, p. 431).

The question that this research sought to understand is “what are the potential enablers and
barriers to cultivating self-directed lifelong learning in the workplace in Sub-Saharan

economies?”

This section is structured as follows: 3.1) Research design, 3.2) Approach and strategy, 3.3)
Sampling, 3.4) Data collection and instruments, 3.5) Data analysis, 3.6) Research quality, and

3.7) Ethics considerations.

3.1 Research design

A qualitative design approach was utilised to capture the interactions that the individuals had
with their respective organisations, as experienced through the roles they previously held or
currently hold within the organisation. The reason for selecting the qualitative approach was its
suitability to the objective of the study. To uncover the skills development journey from the
participant’s (the learner) perspective and evaluate if the observed transformation (orientation
and strategies) regarding lifelong learning, if any, was a result of their interaction with the
organisational environment. Whereas previous studies regarding this phenomenon have often
focused on either the organisation or the individual as the dimension of analysis, with an
emphasis on the tools utilised to achieve the observed outcomes, this research emphasised the
interaction between the individual and the organisation. The approach was therefore appropriate
for gathering a multi-dimensional view of the journey by (briefly) taking into consideration a)
the impact of the individual’s learning journey prior to the current organisation, b) the practical

[ e A 0 i :
mous q# AMBA B § AACSB 50

.......... ACCRE TED - ACCREDITED



Graduate School

-BUSINESS MPhil

UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN

approaches (as observed through day-to-day work practices) used within the organisational

environment to shift and develop lifelong learning strategies.

Since qualitative research allows for people’s experiences to be observed in real-life conditions,
and for their perspectives to be uncovered, it provides an opportunity for the contextual
conditions — social, institutional, environmental — in which a phenomenon occurs to be better
understood (Yin, 2011, p. 8). As the qualitative method does not attempt to rigidly define or
control the conditions for observations, the expressed perspectives and views of participants
could be respected and preserved. And so, from the individual’s experiences, a better
interpretation could be made about the role played by the organisational environment in shaping
the individual’s lifelong learning orientation, and how it impacted the cultivation of
metacognitive strategies (Creswell, 2014; Yin, 2011). Flavell (1979, pp. 906-907) identified

metacognitive strategies as one of the key attributes that can be observed in lifelong learners.

The data was collected in three main forms, as qualitative research also provides the opportunity
to incorporate different forms of data collection methods (Creswell, 2014; Yin, 2011). Data
about the organisation was obtained through secondary sources, and that of the individuals’
interactions was obtained through semi-structured interviews and questionnaires. Yin (2011, p.
134) suggests semi-structured interviews when intending to also create a platform for a two-
way interaction during the enquiry process. In this way the participants can engage with the
researcher in a conversational manner, thus putting them at ease to express themselves
authentically. The secondary data was utilised to gain further insight into the organisational
environment. The organisational perspectives were also captured through secondary data; that
is, their stance regarding lifelong learning and their expressed commitments to developing
learning strategies for the effective transfer of skills. The data from various sources about the
organisation was triangulated (Yin, 2011) and used to refine the understanding of the
interaction between the participant and the organisation. The perspectives of the participants
were also obtained from the interviews and questionnaires. These were then analysed to gain
an understanding of how the participant interprets this organisational commitment through their
lived experiences, and gauge whether their learning orientation had been shifted as a result of

the interaction with this specific environment. A secondary aim was to understand whether the
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approaches within the organisation that acted as enablers were a result of intentional strategies

or emergent practices, or if these were solely dependent on the push from the learner.

An inductive design was identified as best suited for this study. Creswell (2014) recommended
this approach when a construct has not been intensely studied. It is therefore appropriate as both
the phenomenon and the context of interest have not been sufficiently investigated in previous
studies. The literature review revealed that the existing studies and proposed theories have
attempted to explain aspects of lifelong learning in the workplace but to a limited extent. Few
attempts have been made to study this phenomenon by observing the interactions of the
individual as the lifelong learner. Also, studies that observe lifelong learners with the purpose
of better understanding the strategies for cultivating this learning orientation within the
organisational context are particularly scarce, if any. Especially those focusing on the African
context. The propositions were derived from real-life observations, as per the inductive
reasoning approach to the study of the phenomenon from ‘the bottom up’. The inductive
approach was appropriate as it also supported the aim to understand the phenomenon in an
environment that has not been previously studied from this perspective and environment (Yin,
2011), i.e. African organisations. Yin (2011, p. 124) elaborated that the “inductive stance
permits the events in the field to drive the later development of categories, propositions, and

eventually ‘meaning’, based on the actions in the field and not preconceptions”.

Finally, the research was conducted from a pragmatic perspective. The intention was to not
only gain an understanding of this phenomenon, but also discover the extent to which it can be
observed and demonstrated practically in real-life occurrences (Creswell, 2014). Patton (2015)
described the pragmatic approach as seeking to find useful answers to direct the addressing of
concrete problems. This research was grounded in the fundamental observations by various
scholars that the learning environment plays a pivotal role in the learning processes and
engagement of the learner (Illeris, 2007; Patton, 2015). Although studies have also been
undertaken to observe lifelong learning through the lens of metacognitive strategies in certain
contexts, specifically schooling and academic environments, it is still not easily measurable and
represents varying realities among individuals and organisations (Gleason, 2018). Also, a
connection has not previously been made between lifelong learning and metacognitive

strategies, and their potential to drive the development of lifelong learning strategies. However,
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with the increasing recognition that adults have to undergo a shift towards engaging in lifelong
learning, there is a growing necessity to gain a wide-ranging understanding of these connections
(Higgins, 2013). Also, the research ultimately aims to establish the most effective way to
practically execute the self-directive approach to lifelong learning in adults within
organisations. Patton (2015) also suggested that this research perspective offers opportunities

for creatively incorporating various forms of enquiry and data collection.

3.2 Approach and strategy

The research question was poised to capture the need to gain an understanding of the cultivation
(enablers and inhibitors) of lifelong learning orientations and strategies in the workplace (The
Open University, 2016; Yin, 2002). The study was therefore exploratory, as the research
question was itself exploratory and since limited research has been conducted about the
phenomenon and on the context of interest. The case study method was identified as best suited
for undertaking this investigation. The case method has been recognised by various scholars as
the design that allows for the opportunity to interrogate the phenomenon being investigated
from multiple perspectives in terms of the data sources (The Open University, 2016; Yin, 2002).
Yin (2002) also commented on this fact - the case study method’s ability to handle various
forms of evidence to gain insight into the phenomenon being studied. Yin (2002) noted a further
advantage of this method. The capacity to study contemporary events without manipulating the
pertinent behaviours. Especially if these events are studied through direct observation
(excluding participant observation) and interviews. Yin (2011) recommends this approach as
especially beneficial in an inductive study; when the topic being studied is not yet understood.
He outlined that it provides an opportunity for triangulating to strengthen the validity of one’s
findings about the particular case. For this study, the interaction of each participant with the

organisational environment was treated as a unique case study.

To explore the research through a wider lens and establish common themes and features or
differences across the environments, multiple cases were incorporated into the study. Although
Yin (2002) suggests that multiple-case studies are suited to ‘why’ studies, this approach was
also incorporated. The study sought to establish the attributes that contribute to developing a

lifelong learning orientation and strategies, which are unique within the working environments.
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Therefore, multiple case studies were conducted within five organisations that displayed the

unusual attributes of learning organisations (Watkin et al., 2004).

No underlying prepositions were explicitly defined in the undertaking of this study. Studies by
multiple scholars, of learning as an independent field of study and within the subcategory of
‘learning in the workplace’, have already shown that the environment significantly influences
one’s learning experience. In addition, although past experiences (formal learning and
informal) also impact one’s attitude and engagement in lifelong learning, as suggested by Illeris
and colleagues (2007), this aspect is outside of the boundaries of this study. The study, however,
attempted to capture the role that these elements play in one’s lifelong learning journey, to a
limited extent. This was done by acknowledging the links that the participants drew from these
into their reflections about the journey within the organisation. This was also necessary as the
study aimed to also reflect the influence of the social-cultural dimension within the working
environment (Illeris, 2004) in shaping the participants’ lifelong learning orientation and the

development of lifelong learning strategies.

The interviews and questionnaires were conducted at a fixed point in time. However, to capture
how their interactions with the respective organisations impacted the participants’ lifelong
learning orientations and strategies — by shaping their learning strategies and perspectives as
lifelong learners — certain questions were phrased to capture this emergence and transformation

over time.

3.2.1  Unit of analysis

To gain a reasonable understanding of the participants’ learning perspective and their approach
to development, as well as their long-term orientation as situations change, within their
respective organisational environment, the interaction was taken as the unit of analysis. Based
on Kumar’s (2018) interpretation, interaction is the influence that a given set of conditions has
on one’s disposition, level of engagement and response - in this instance their lifelong learning
orientation. The conditions were those observed within the organisational environments of the

participants.
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The interaction (case) and the subsequent influence on the participants was interpreted through
their expressed experiences, feelings, perspectives and eventual defining of their learning
orientation and developed strategies over time, as a result of the interactions with the
organisation. The unit of observation was therefore the individual, as well as their interpretation
of the organisational environment. Although secondary data about the organisation was also
utilised to gain a balanced perspective and manage the subjective interpretation of the

environment based on the individual’s inherent biases.

3.2.2. Interpretation criteria

Illeris’ (2004) theoretical model — ‘the model for learning in the workplace - was utilised as the
baseline for interpreting the field observations and analysing the different dimensions of
engaging in lifelong learning within the organisational context. It is one of the few theoretical
models that potentially capture the holistic learning experience of the employee/learner within
the work environment. Through the model, Illeris also acknowledges the need to eventually
operationalize the identifiable constructs for practical application and observation. However,
no studies were found whereby this model was used to observe the learning experiences of

employees outside of the education sector or the African context.

3.3 Sampling

The participants were selected from five South African small-to-medium (SME) organisations.
Three participants were targeted per organisation, representing low-skill, semi-skilled and
skilled levels within the organisation. In certain instances, this target could not be achieved due
to logistics constraints, since the majority of the interviews were conducted online as a result

of the Covid-19 protocol. The distribution of cases is summarised in figure 6 below:
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Organisation
Level of tech
Industry Size Location Established Tech adoption .
intergation
Artificial Al & Machine Adoption
. Small Cape Town .
Intelligence Learning (2)
Consulting; Big data Ent
. & Medium  Gauteng & . ntry
Mining analystics (1)
Construction; . Adaptation
. Small Cape Town 1999 Encryption
Electrical (3)
Coffee Medium Cape Town Digital Trade Ada?;?tlon
Logistics Stationary  Transformation
. Large Gauteng
(Comparison) robots (4)

Figure 6: Organisation selection criteria

The participants were selected from organisations that explicitly identify themselves as learning
organisations. Yang, Watkins and Marsick (2004, p. 34) define a learning organisation as “an
organisation that has the capacity to integrate people and structures in order to move toward
continuous learning and change.” This criterion for selecting organisations was used as a
boundary condition, with the interaction between the organisation and the individual as the unit
of analysis. Since these organisations were already committed to creating learning
environments, the extent to which the interaction with these °‘learning’ environments
contributed as enablers to lifelong learning strategies and towards developing a lifelong
learning orientation was observed. These same organisations from which the participants were
selected also identified themselves as committed to building skills from the ground up. They,
therefore, did not emphasize academic background in a given field when identifying an
individual’s suitability for a specific role. An additional case was included as a comparison; the
individual was classified as a professional (has a four-year degree as a minimum qualification)

and the large organisation did not identify itself as a learning organisation.

Coyne (1997, p. 628) defines the sampling approach followed in this study as the phenomenal
variation of purposeful sampling. That is, the phenomenon under study is targeted priori in
order to have representative coverage of variables likely to be important in understanding how
diverse factors configure as a whole. In this study, the variation of interest was the observation
of the phenomenon across organisations that represented different industries within the South
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African economy. The result of this purposeful sampling approach was the emergent
representation of industries that make up the largest distribution within the SME sector. In
addition, only formal businesses were represented in this research i.e. businesses that are

registered and contribute corporate tax to the South African government.

The relevant organisations were discovered through leads from my professional networks.
Further research of the suggested organisations was then conducted to verify whether they
fulfilled the conditions of the above-mentioned criteria (figure 6). Once the organisation was
verified, my peer or network then made an email or in-person introduction to an associate in

the organisation. Thereafter, one-on-one briefing sessions with the associate were scheduled.

The level of technology adoption within each organisation was noted, although it did not form
part of the criteria for selecting organisations wherein participants in the cases would be
obtained. The reason for incorporating this aspect is that technological adoption across
industries is perhaps one of the most pressing motivators for developing a lifelong learning
orientation among the modern workforce. Although it was beyond the scope of this research, it
was worth noting whether the existing technologies within these organisations influenced the

identified enablers or inhibitors.

Organisation Cases
Skills Development Progression
L. Education prior to Prior exposure to Industry experience  Current level in
Industry Participants = . L L . L. o
joining organisation  similar role prior to organisation organisation
Artificial No Pr!or ?ert|f|cat|on None None Entry level
. 3 Certification None None Management
Intelligence ——— -
Certification None None Professional
. University Degree Limited None Professional
Consulting; : . ;
Mining 3 University Degree None None Mid-level
Certification None None Entry level
No prior certification None None Mid-level
Construction; 4 Certification None None Mid-level
Electrical Certification None None Management
Diploma None None Management
Coffee 2 No.pnor certification N.0n'e None Management
University Degree Limited None Consultant
Logistics
(Comparison) 1 University Degree Limited None Management
Total 13
Figure 7: Participant selection criteria
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The selected participants were adults with varying years of work experience — from entry-level
to management with multiple years of experience. However, a common factor among the
participants was that upon entering the organisation of interest, they had little to no exposure to
the roles taken up or to the industry. The participants within each organisation were selected
using the purposeful random sampling method. The single comparison case (representing a
large organisation) was selected randomly and was therefore an exception. Coyne (1997)
defines a sample as purposeful when the researcher selects according to ‘the needs of the study’.
That is, the researcher will pick specific samples that fit a predefined criterion in the study. For
this study, the purposeful aspect of the selection was limited to the shortlisting of the
organisations from which participants would be obtained. Therefore, although the organisations
were identified beforehand, the participants were intentionally selected at random. Otherwise,
the rich presentation of individuals who have gone through an entire journey of learning within
the organisation — from unskilled until their current expert roles - would have been missed.
Purposeful random sampling, therefore, combines the benefits of purposeful sampling with
those of random sampling to reduce bias in the sample (Elmusharaf et al., 2012; Green et al.,
2015; Campbell et al., 2020). The concerns raised by various researchers regarding the use of
random sampling were overcome by limiting the random selection to a group of participants
within the identified organisations (Coyne, 1997; Campbell et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the
minimum requirement that they represent at least one of the predefined categories of skills level

was still adhered to.

3.4 Data collection and instruments

A total of 13 participants were included in the study, as summarised in figure 7 above. To
reiterate, a case is the interaction of the individual with his/her organisation. For each
case/participant, the data was collected in the form of interviews, ranging between one and one-
and-half hours. Due to Covid-19 restrictions, all the interviews were conducted virtually. The
interview questions were developed to capture the following about the learning and
development undertaken within the organisational environment (exhibit 1):

a) reflective accounts about the progression made;

b) descriptions of the role that the organisational environment played; and

c) the interpretation and evolution of the participants’ role over time.
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For quality assurance purposes, a pilot interview was then conducted (which was not included

in the study) to refine the interview protocol.

Since the case study method allows for multiple forms of data collection, the participants were
also requested to complete two additional questionnaires. It is worth noting that the
questionnaires relied on the participants conducting a self-evaluation of their lifelong learning
orientation within the organisational environment. This depended on their interpretation of the
interaction with the organisational environment. Their responses may also, to some extent, have
been based on their future aspirations regarding their learning engagement and orientation
within their organisation. However, their unique biases were not easily discernible from the
questionnaires. Unlike interviews which also captured the nuances around the participants’
experiences to incorporate inherent biases into their interpretation of the interaction with the
organisational environment. Both questionnaires have been validated in previous studies (Kirby

et al., 2010; Ranta, 2018; Watkin et al., 2004), as discussed below.

The first questionnaire, The Lifelong learning questionnaire which was developed by Knapper,
Kirby and colleagues (2010), dealt with the evaluation of the participants’ orientations on
lifelong learning. This instrument was developed for use in evaluating the lifelong learning
orientation, participation and motivations of post-secondary students (Kirby et al., 2010). The
instrument is based on fourteen questions (exhibit 1) and the participants’ responses are
measured on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never/rarely) to 5 (always). Therefore,
although it was developed for post-secondary students, its inclusion in this research was to
ascertain the extent to which it can capture the orientations of adults in the workplace. This data
was used together with that collected from interviews to arrive at the findings regarding the
participants’ lifelong learning orientation, the enablers and inhibitors that exist within the
environment for cultivating this orientation and the relevant strategies. The questions evaluated
the dimensions of - 1) goal-setting; 2) the application of appropriate knowledge and skills; 3)
engagement in self-direction and self-evaluation; 4) locating required information; and 5) adapt

their learning strategies to different conditions (Kirby et al., 2010, p. 294).

The second questionnaire focused on the organisation as a learning environment. This specific

instrument was incorporated into the study for two core reasons: a) the study aimed to evaluate
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the interaction between the participant and the organisation, and b) the participants were
selected from organisations that identified themselves as intentional about creating a learning
environment and committed to cultivating a lifelong learning culture. The Dimensions of the
learning organisation questionnaire (Ranta, 2018; Watkin et al., 2004) was used to evaluate
how the individuals perceived the learning orientation in their organisation, and whether they
experienced their organisation as an enabling learning environment. This questionnaire has also
been used in other studies to evaluate the culture of learning that exists within the organisation
as defined by Marsick and Watkins’ model (2003). The questionnaire evaluates learning within
the organisation beyond the formal approach of courses and classroom training. It seeks to
understand how engagement with aspects such as leadership, the systems, and the business and
industry community facilitate ongoing learning and development. This research will, however,
focus on the interpretation provided by Illeris (2003, 2004, 2007, 2016) that lifelong learning
is facilitated through interactions with the organisation. Specifically, “the interaction is
constant, direct or indirect, and the influences received from the environment are socially co-
determined through various mediation processes that exist within it and form part of the
environment” (Illeris, 2004, p. 434). However, the feature described by Fischer and Kommers
(1999, p. 3) about the organisational environment, that it “supports learning in the context of
realistic, open-ended, ill-defined problems”, is also incorporated. Therefore, these problems
that are ambiguous and realistic provide an opportunity for the development of metacognitive
strategies. These strategies are in turn transferable and necessary for ongoing/lifelong learning
beyond the organisation in question. In addition, if an organisation intentionally facilitates
learning in such contexts, it is assumed that it is also intentional about creating enablers towards
the development of lifelong learners within its organisation. The seven dimensions that were
evaluated through the questionnaire, as defined by Watkin and his colleagues (2004) include:

e Dimension 1: Continuous learning, refers to the organisation’s effort to create

continuous learning opportunities for all its members.
e Dimension 2: Inquiry and dialogue, which is the organisation’s effort in creating a
culture of questioning, feedback, and experimentation.
e Dimension 3: Team learning, reflects the spirit of collaboration and the collaborative

skills that undergird the effective use of teams.
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e Dimension 4: Empowerment, signifies an organisation’s process to create and share a
collective vision and solicit feedback from its members about the gap between the
current status and the new vision.

e Dimension 5: Embedded system, indicates efforts to establish systems to capture and
share learning.

e Dimension 6: System connection reflects the global thinking and actions to connect the
organisation to its internal and external environment.

e Dimension 7: Strategic leadership shows the extent to which leaders think strategically
about how to use learning to create change and to move the organisation in new
directions and new markets.

When these sources of data were considered jointly, the elements regarding the individual and
those related to the organisation which either play an enabling or inhibiting role towards the

development of a lifelong learning orientation could be established.

3.5 Data analysis

Several elements were taken into consideration when evaluating the type of interaction as well
as the consequences of that interaction, from a learning enabler and inhibitor perspective. The
first step was to separate the attributes related to the participant from those pertaining to the
organisation. This step began alongside the data collection in order to get familiar with the data.
It should also be noted that the coding and analysis were quite iterative rather than linear. The
original data was then coded in three levels. The first-order codes were developed using a
combination of deductive (predefined codes) and inductive coding (the ground-up approach,
emergent codes) (Crossley & Jensen, 2020). Therefore, a hybrid approach was utilised and this
was undertaken in two stages. The first stage was whereby coding was done deductively,

followed by a second stage in which the entire transcript was reviewed for emergent codes.

The codes developed using the deductive approach were firstly based on the attributes of
organisational learning and lifelong learners as described in the questionnaires (Crossley &
Jensen, 2020; Strauss, 1987). Additional codes were then developed based on key concepts
relating to these topics which are discussed in the literature. These first-order codes also aimed
to capture these as depicted in the participants’ own language. In certain instances, this required
an initial analysis to understand their word selection and therefore capture the associated
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emotions or nuanced description of events. An example of such an instance is whereby a

participant used learning and development interchangeably. An illustration of the deductive

coding process is outlined below (Strauss, 1987):

The original quote was: “And, I mean literally whenever I create something...before I
put whatever it is out, I always have a meeting like essentially with everyone so that
everyone can give me their input. On (um) “I don’t like that”, “can you change this”
“this maybe you should”, you know. So, that also builds in terms of being able to receive
feedback and criticism for your work. And also, it also builds, I don’t know, personal
skills I guess in a way. Which is a big part.”
The following codes were developed from the above quote. These were developed
based on attributes about the learning organisation that are discussed in the Dimensions
of the learning organisation questionnaire (Ranta, 2018; Watkin et al., 2004))
mentioned in the previous section:
‘Organisation has a culture of giving honest feedback’; ‘Learning through group/team
discussions’; ‘Learning to trust and rely on teammates.
In this example, no emergent codes were identified.

This specific list of codes was then either added to the class with organisational or

individual (participant) attributes, from which second-order codes were created.

The inductive approach, whereby codes were created from emergent concepts and constructs

that have not been prevalent in previous research discussions, was incorporated to not restrict

or limit the findings. Also, this study was primarily based on an inductive research design. The

deductive element, therefore, served as a starting point in the analysis process. It was also an

opportunity to identify the extent to which the findings from previous research were relevant to

this study. In this first stage of coding, a combination of three types of approaches was utilised:

process coding, values coding and open coding (Crossley & Jensen, 2020). Within process

coding, in which action-based codes were developed, occurrences and actions were captured.

Values coding, on the other hand, captured the participant’s worldviews — values, attitudes and

beliefs.

These first-order codes were then interpreted into second-order codes, to capture processes,

dimensions, patterns and causalities. Before this step, the codes were organised into two classes,
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the individual level and the organisational level. The aim of this was to separate attributes
related to the individual, such as personal values, preferences and experiences, from those of

the organisational level which spoke to aspects concerning the environment.

On the individual level, the following categories were identified before identifying themes (Yin,
2011): ‘previous experience’; ‘preferred learning approach’; ‘identity within environment’,

consequence of interaction’; ‘response towards environment’.

On the organisational level, this resulted in the identification of the following categories from
which the themes were obtained (Yin, 2002): ‘fype of environment’; ‘how learning is
happening’. The ‘type of environment’ referred to how the participant experienced it — such as
whether they considered it safe, supported learning or the extent to which it valued and
promoted teamwork. Secondly, the lifelong learning engagement, captured as ‘how learning is
happening’, was interpreted through the engagements that the organisation decided to create
socially and via systems and processes. The response towards the organisational environment
captured the type of interaction the participant had as a result, and whether they were responsive

to how the learning was happening within that specific organisational environment.

Other data, which was collected in the form of questionnaires and secondary research - (news,
feature) articles, social media posts and the company website - was used to strengthen the
findings obtained from the interviews. The participant’s responses to the questionnaires were
used to identify potential contradictions or confirmations about the interactions described in the
interviews. Since the initial codes were also based on the themes tackled in the questionnaires,
this made it easier to either verify potential contradictions or strengthen the findings from the
interviews. The secondary data, on the other hand, focused on the organisation and their
professed identity as a learning organisation. This was again compared with the type of

interactions described by the participant within their respective organisations.

One of the observations made from the analysis process was that for the codes to accurately
capture the participants’ perspectives, their emotional expressions needed to be interpreted
alongside the associated events. Otherwise, there is a risk that they are translated out of context.

This was especially critical when dealing with categories such as:
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- ‘response towards environment’ whereby the participant’s choice of adjectives and
adverbs was used to describe the interaction with the organisation, and

- ‘preferred learning approach’ refers to adverbs that the participants used to describe
the type of action learning they preferred to engage in, such as “I want to see someone
do it before I do it and theory. I believe in theory, visual description and then I do it.”
Therefore, in this example, expressions such as “/ want to” and “I believe in” were
treated as indicators of preferences.

- ‘self-identity within environment’ in which the participant described their experience
within the environment in relation to their personal values; how they associate
themselves within the organisation from a social perspective; their perceived role within

the organisation, as well as current and future goals in relation to their role within the

organisation.

For ‘type of environment’, a similar analysis of the individual’s interpretation of their identity
within the organisation was utilised. The level of compatibility based on the individual’s and

organisational identity could then be extrapolated.

The ‘how learning is happening’ category specifically focused on practice and the actions
involved as the participants interacted with their respective environments. These together with
the participant’s interpretations of these experiences were used to also eventually extrapolate
potential shifts in their learning orientation, as well as the development of lifelong learning
strategies as a result. These were therefore action-based codes related to the development within

the environment (Crossley & Jensen, 2020).

The majority of the above-mentioned categories captured the instantaneous aspects of the
participant’s interaction with the organisation. The ‘previous experience’ and ‘consequence of
interaction’ categories, however, differed slightly. They captured accounts of experiences
before and after joining the current organisation, and aimed to briefly capture the cross-
sectional elements of the participants’ journeys. The intention was to provide a snapshot of the
transformation that had occurred, if any, in the participant’s learning orientation as a result of

their interaction with the organisation.
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Figure 22: Observed consequences of interactions

Figure 23: Participants’ descriptions of their environments
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Appendix 6: Analysis of participants’ development within coffee company

Cafes Wholesale

Academy

Coffee Manufocturing &
Training Academy

/ A 25 ASSOCIATION
e S AMBA B8 aacss ) »

.......... ACCREDITED »! ACCREDITED



Graduate School

-BUSINESS MPhil

UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN

I — g TN T SR EH En N EE D SR S S SR SR SR R EE -
Case B - -~ N
Pn?gression / 4 \
inorg. ! CHIEF EXECUTIVE \
OFFICER \
|
|
|
peag of HEAD OF HEAD OF HEAD OF 1
ariting OPERATIONS TECHNOLOGY MARKETING [
1
Permanent
secti roles
ection :
Manager Section Manager Marketing/Sales
Manager

g g S S —

o -y

Freelance
roles

Barista Trainee

Case B
Progression
in org.

SKILLS TRANSFER
DEVELOPING TRAINING TRAINING/MENTORING
MATERIAL OTHERS

External SYSTEM Developing
Collaboration ENGAGEMENT Department

Entry level

No prior

experience .
Trair.ee

Figure 26: Development model followed by organisation for Case B

AACSB

ACCREDITED

“EQuIs N 145

accaornte ‘V ACCRE ')!TE D

/ VD a\- a 55“""'““ .




Graduate School

-BUSINESS MPhil

UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN

Case D / s N
Pro.gresslon / \
Inorg. i CHIEF EXECUTIVE \
OFFICER 1
I
I
I
HEAD OF HEAD OF HEAD OF 1
OPERATIONS TECHNOLOGY MARKETING 1
1
Permanent
o roles
ion 3
Manager Section Manager Marketing/Sales

Senior
Barista

Juniior \
Barista

- e e e e
[ A U —

Freelance

Barista Trainee I‘Oles

Barista
intern

Case D
Progression
inorg.

SKILLS TRANSFER

DEVELOPING TRAINING TRAINING/MENTORING
MATERIAL OTHERS

External SYSTEM Developing
Collaboration ENGAGEMENT Department

- e e e

Entry level

N e e o o e e e e e e e e

oo o

No prior
experience

Trainee

o ————
- - -

-

Figure 28: Development model followed by organisation for Case D

146

S <@ AMBA BN aacse

acertorree ACCREDITED ACCREDITED




Graduate School )
By -BUSINESS | MPhil

UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN

Appendix 7: Analysis of participants’ development within electrical service company
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Appendix 8: Analysis of participants’ development within data labelling company
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Appendix 9: Analysis of participants’ development within consulting company
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Appendix 10: Analysis of participants’ development within train manufacturing company
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