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Definition

The noun transformation was first mentioned as verb to transform in the mid-14th 
century and means “change the form of” (transitive), from Old French transformer 
(14th century), from Latin transformare “change in shape, metamorphose”, from 
trans “across, beyond” and formare “to form” that relates to the meaning of “under-
going a change of form” (Harper 2023). 

Learning in transformation (in short: transformative learning) appears as a novel 
form of teaching and learning in higher education that is transdisciplinary and 
provides conditions and opportunities for investigating and shaping learning 
through the participation of the learners in transformation processes in work and 
society. From this viewpoint, learning is embedded in processes of societal trans-
formation that are also situations in which meaning-making (learning) occurs. As 
such, the theory of meaningful learning (Howland et al. 2012), including digital 
technologies, seems appropriate. 

The meaning of the term transformative learning is derived from scientific lin-
guistic usage. For example, in natural science or technology, the term transformer 
(English) is used to describe an apparatus which converts kinetic energy into elec-
trical energy. Here, transformation means change as a transition into a new form 
(of energy). In medicine, transformation refers to the conversion of a healthy cell 
into a malignant cancer cell. Transformation processes in the behavioral or social 
sciences are characterized by transitions of individual or social actors in which the 
actors change themselves in the transformations. For example, the invention of the 
printing press and the introduction of money led to behavioral changes in society.

In higher education, transformative learning is a learning process in which 
students use scientific knowledge to solve problems outside of school while work-
ing with people outside the university. While doing so, they use the scientific 
knowledge they learned in the context of higher education, then decontextualize 
that knowledge (from the setting in which they learned it) and recontextualize it 
(to apply and develop in the setting in which they are now working). This learning 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839463475-024 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839463475-024
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Isa Jahnke and Johannes Wildt 226

experience is a process of transformation. In addition, transformative learning is 
not just a learning design approach. Instead, it becomes part of a transformation 
process itself; thus, learning itself becomes the object of transformation processes. 

A difference between what is presented in this chapter and Mezirow’s (1991) 
original understanding of transformative learning is that while Mezirow looks at 
the individual process of learning, learning in transformation is based, theoretically, 
on social learning. This approach views all forms of learning as social; learning 
only occurs if it is linked to a social dimension, such as a community or society in 
which learners experience themselves as participants, either physically or online. 
The synthesis of psychological and societal aspects makes learning in transforma-
tion an interdisciplinary task. As this task is oriented towards practical problem 
solving and, therefore, receives its scientific structure, it detaches itself from the 
disciplinary order and becomes the concept of transdisciplinary learning. 

Background 

The concept of transformative learning cannot be understood without understand-
ing the historical roots of both (a) transformative learning by Mezirow (1991) and 
(b) transformation processes in societies. Both concepts were developed inde-
pendently of one another. From a behavioral or social science perspective, the path 
to understand transformative learning leads back to Polanyi (1944). For Polanyi, 
the collapse of the global economic and social system at the end of World War II 
was followed by the Great Transformation, a complete reorganization of the global 
economic and social system. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union (and in later comparable upheavals 
in Latin America, Asia, and Africa), political and social scientists described the 
transformation of post-Soviet states into democratic societies with capitalist eco-
nomic systems as societies in transition (Merritt 1980). To capture the specifics of 
this systemic change, Kollmorgen et al. (2015) distinguish transformation from 
other forms of social change. They recognize evolutionary adaptations of social 
systems and changes in their environment as forms of revolutions (which are usu-
ally disruptive but not necessarily violent), which refer to planned and controlled 
changes within social systems that serve the system’s functionality. Transforma-
tions, however, involve fundamental changes in the systems themselves.

Currently, the understanding of the term transformation includes the view of 
socio-ecological transformation, such as the worldwide movement for sustainable 
development (UNESCO 2017). A widespread agreement is that such ambitious 
goals cannot be achieved without the participation of the actors involved or affect-
ed. Interaction of groups in socio-ecological transformation projects are needed 
(in education, politics, business, churches, civil society, and science). Higher edu-
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cation is one relevant actor in this process of transformation, where teaching and 
learning must leave the wall of the ivory tower and enter professional and social 
practices (“transformative turn”, Wildt 2022, 201–2). While science (and in this 
context research-based learning) is still at the center of all teaching and learn-
ing activities driving transformative learning, working on real-world problems 
creates opportunities that go beyond the possibilities of traditional learning (e.g. 
Rein and Wildt 2022). These opportunities lie in students learning through partic-
ipation in planned collaboration with involved or affected groups of diverse actors 
in professional or societal practice. 

Hence, transformative learning involves a shift in learning that goes beyond 
the traditional classroom setting, and involves engaging with real-world problems, 
perspectives, actions, and interests outside of the university. This type of change 
is facilitated by actors beyond the university who challenge students to move away 
from passive learning and instead immerse themselves in authentic experiences 
that foster deeper understanding and growth. In other words, transformative 
learning is an approach that takes students from dryland swimming and immers-
es them in the dynamic, multifaceted world of applied knowledge. This type of 
learning will encourage students to learn to decontextualize scientific knowledge 
acquired at academic institutions and then recontextualize it in outside fields.

Furthermore, transformative learning started in the field of adult educa-
tion (Mezirow 1991). Until then, education had been predominantly directed to-
ward the continuation of determined learning paths based on earlier phases of 
life. Instead, Mezirow paved the way toward lifelong learning that made room 
for deep shifts in career biographies and lifestyles. For higher education, this un-
derstanding of transformative learning is particularly relevant because it creates 
possibilities and opportunities for connecting conventional concepts of learning 
with newer concepts such as education through science. In an international com-
parison of 100 member universities of the European University Association, study 
programs were compared to show how the focus on transformative learning can 
be integrated into the development of study programs as a learning goal related 
to employability (professional relevance) and citizenship (social relevance). Recent 
reports (Jankowki 2022; Wagenaar 2022) show that these development tasks are 
also on the agenda today. However, this requires teaching and learning concepts 
that support a kind of student autonomy in the sense of a “shift from teaching to 
learning” (Barr and Tagg 1995). Meanwhile, in the United States, universities have 
agreed on standards for recognizing relevant achievements such as service learn-
ing also known as community-related learning (Jankowski 2022).

Finally, transformative learning has its roots in active, meaningful, and situ-
ated learning (Fry et al. 2003), which has been further developed by Howland et 
al. (2012). Active, meaningful learning is an umbrella term referring to a group 
of pedagogical strategies that the instructor applies to help students engage and 
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learn. Its premise is that learners do not learn because the instructor performs 
an activity, but learners learn through their own activity and ref lections through 
facilitating the learner’s interaction with the course material and with peers. Ac-
tive learning contrasts traditional methods where students are rather passive, 
tending to listen, read, or watch something (e.g. lectures). Research has shown 
that active learning increases learning outcomes and improves learning perfor-
mance, grades, and higher order competencies (Deslauriers et al. 2019; Freeman et 
al. 2014). Transformative learning is a type of active learning that takes places in 
a collaborative learning environment where practical contexts (situated learning) 
facilitate a community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). 

Debate and criticism

The development of a transformative learning approach is still in its infancy. How-
ever, it can be argued that it is becoming apparent that the approach faces issues. 

Epistemological issue: With the crossing of borders from university into prac-
tice, students run the risk of getting into normative conf licts between options for 
action and interests in truth, and disregarding the different logics between scien-
tific and practical contexts. However, transformative learning has the potential 
to help people develop better solutions to problems, and thus keep people from 
holding onto inadequate solutions. In the long run, no one is served by (false) le-
gitimation and, for students, the (possible) experience of a conf lict between scien-
tific truth and practical interests is a unique chance to ref lect on epistemological 
differences between scientific theories and methods, or tensions between funda-
mental and applied research.

Self-regulation issue: Transformative learning raises questions about the extent 
of self-regulation of student groups. It does not reduce the responsibility of teach-
ing or facilitating learning but requires new skills and competencies of teachers 
(e.g. coaching, supporting structures, providing feedback). Furthermore, trans-
formative learning also reveals the education paradox: The learner needs autonomy 
for doing such projects, but regular courses with clear instructions often do not 
offer any student autonomy. The paradox is that in the learning process a space for 
learner autonomy must be created, which is not yet present, but which can only be 
achieved through the learning process. 

VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) conditions: One advan-
tage of higher education institutions is the creation of stable learning conditions 
(e.g. rooms, resources, teaching staff, curricula, examination requirements). All 
this can be difficult to achieve in the field outside the university. These uncertain 
conditions create the need for improvisation. For instance, the university should 
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provide support by assuming the costs of teaching materials, room rentals, travel 
expenses, teaching staff, and appropriate exam formats. 

Communication and interaction issues: Experiences and practices of knowledge 
sharing are needed in transformative learning. However, students, who go into 
the field and encounter non-scientific practitioners, are typically not used to com-
municating their scientific knowledge. Therefore, they must be provided with op-
portunities for ref lection in scientific writing and oral communication. 

Digitalization issues: Digital or technology-enhanced environments in educa-
tional institutions provide various methods of digital communication which may 
not be fit for transformative learning. For example, students are challenged to en-
gage in a variety of digitally enhanced cultural practices and thus have to learn 
to communicate in these spaces. Usually, the university provides the framework, 
but outside the university, different stakeholders have different tools or practices. 
Thus, the challenge for students is to create a communicative environment for all 
participants. 

Current forms of implementation in higher education

In transformative learning, concepts of traditional teaching and learning prac-
tices grow together in a new design under continuously changing contexts. In (1) 
project-based learning, students conduct research-based projects. Project-based 
learning can be seen as a direct precursor to transformative learning concepts due 
to the integration of practical and research-based learning. Project-based learning 
can become transformative learning in higher education only when the projects 
are based on scientific knowledge and are being conducted together with stake-
holders outside the university to solve a real-world issue (Wildt 2021).

Close to the concept of project-based learning is (2) problem-based learning. In 
this type of learning, students solve predefined problems set by the instructor. 
Like project-based learning, it has developed in practical contexts, solving prob-
lems that arise there (e.g. medicine, where the ability to solve problems is expect-
ed). It differs from project-based learning in the narrower definition of the tasks, 
distinctive structuring of learning, and the standardization of problem-solving 
procedures (Gibson 2005). However, the choice toward one or the other depends 
on the intended learning outcomes. Problem-based learning becomes transfor-
mative learning in higher education only when the problems are open-ended 
and the answers are not known, when it is related to real-world issues, and when 
learners are solving the problems along with stakeholders outside the university.

(3) Research-based or inquiry-based learning integrates learning activities into a 
research process that ideally ranges from the development of the research ques-
tion to the theoretical and methodological elaboration of the research process 
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to the presentation and communication of the results (Jenkins and Healey 2011). 
Its potential toward transformative learning only unfolds when educational set-
tings and students are connected with actors outside the university (Schneider 
and Wildt 2002). Research-based learning only becomes transformative learning 
when the research projects being conducted are linked with real-world problems 
and students work together with stakeholders outside the university. 

(4) Service learning includes sociocultural engagement of students, especially in 
regional or communal initiatives, and becomes transformative learning in higher 
education only in connection with research and science.

(5) Living labs are open or public spaces designated to test innovative practice. 
They can also function as learning spaces suitable for transformative learning.

(6) Simulation: Transformation-relevant topics can also be offered in lectures, 
seminars, and tutorials, and thus can prepare students for non-academic con-
texts. One option is simulation, which allows students to learn in a protected space 
without any real-life consequences. In medicine, for example, simulations are ap-
plied in the use of actors as patients, virtual doctor’s offices, or hospital wards in 
the medical clinic. Other examples include case studies at the Harvard Business 
School, business games in economics, and simulated court cases. Furthermore, 
virtual spaces open unexploited possibilities for a transformative learning design 
(e.g. online or remote labs in engineering education to teach sustainability in 
product design, augmented or virtual reality simulation with immersive learning 
experiences). 

In summary, such learning formats can support transformative learning by 
slightly revising those learning designs, adding real-world problems for which the 
answers are not known, and providing opportunities for collaboration with stake-
holders outside the university. Transformative learning in higher education has 
expanded considerably through digital options, while teaching and learning in 
person limits the potential of transformative learning. For example, the design of 
transformative learning experience with digital technologies, with consideration 
of user experience research, opens wide-ranging possibilities for communication 
and interaction in transformative learning projects. 

Learning experience design is built on the concept of active learning through 
technological support. It is one possible way to design for transformative learn-
ing experiences in digital environments and evaluate the quality of such designs 
(Schmidt et al. 2020). Learning experience design emerged from the field of in-
structional design and educational technologies. It focuses on the idea that tra-
ditional instructional design or learning design lacks the design for enjoyable or 
memorable experiences (Jahnke 2023). When adding the viewpoint of experiences, 
a design also ensures students experience something special, something they will 
not forget, or something that leaves an impression on them. This is memorable expe-
rience, which is typically connected with a positive emotion (Pekrun 2014). To en-
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able such positive learning experiences, methods from user experience research 
can be applied to digital transformative learning. However, contemporary user 
experience methods do not sufficiently tackle the issues of the learner’s inter-
action with the pedagogical design, the sociocultural dimension, and the diver-
sity of learners (Jahnke 2023). Therefore, the design and development of digital 
transformative learning focuses on three dimensions of experiences: technologi-
cal, pedagogical, and social (Jahnke et al. 2020). These three dimensions combine 
in what is called sociotechnical-pedagogical experience, which embraces social 
presence, shaping roles and interactions in social relationships so that learners 
recognize themselves as a community of learners in a digital context. The element 
of roles alerts the learning designer that teachers should actively design a role 
shift away from the I-present-myself-and-my-knowledge role to the what-can-I-
do-for-you role, so that learning is experienced positively and individual learners 
are supported individually. The challenge of transformative learning is to include 
such role structures.

In conclusion, transformative learning, defined as learning in contexts of 
collaboration with professional and societal actors and supported via digital 
environments, needs specific conditions to be successful. It offers students an 
opportunity to solve open-ended, real-world problems that are complex and for 
which the answer is not yet known (Fischer et al. 2022). That includes consider-
ing how to support students in developing competencies so they can learn how 
to decontextualize and recontextualize scientific knowledge in different contexts 
both within and outside of higher education. Furthermore, digitally supported 
environments for transformative learning should allow for a variety of conditions, 
tools, and apps that may be embedded in a digital learning ecology, which suits 
both the demands of higher education institutions and the involved groups out-
side higher education. Educators need to be trained to apply transformative learn-
ing. It requires a mindset shift away from traditional teaching to the new roles of 
the designer of learning processes, including coaching, consulting, and learning 
companion. 

Additionally, students also need training to become active agents (Deslauriers 
et al. 2019). Therefore, higher education institutions may offer workshops covering 
project management or solving conf lict in teams, for example. The kind of skills 
needed during transformative learning need to be explicitly communicated. Trans-
formative learning requires certain conditions to establish and promote cultures 
of participation, to build a learning community where all students feel a sense of 
belonging, to include diverse group of learners, and to support equity. It also must 
include the chance to develop skills needed in professional and societal contexts. 

By examining the development of transformative learning over time and by 
observing the success it has produced, the need to further explore and implement 
this kind of learning is evident. Universities, foundations, and governmental 
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and political institutions have the duty to lead with more research and develop-
ment programs, along with necessary funding, to explore transformative learn-
ing. More evidence is needed, specifically empirical data on the effectiveness and 
efficiency of transformative learning designs in use. Such evidence can provide 
necessary recommendations on how to apply transformative learning and to ask 
what works, and, more specifically, how it works. In such a vein, we argue for an 
iterative research-to-improve program (see details in Honebein and Reigeluth 2021) 
for further development of evidence-informed transformative learning.
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