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presentation objectives

 Review transformative learning theory as 
lens to gauge doctoral student 
development and success

 Outline co-active coaching principles
 Apply these principles and techniques to 

support structures in doctoral education
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Transformative Learning Theory
in doctoral education
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doctoral education as transformative experience
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Consumer of 
Knowledge
• Undergraduate / 

master’s education

Transformative 
Learning 
Experiences
• Doctoral education

Producer of 
Knowledge
• Full member the 

academe

how institutions limit transformation

• Admissions committees deny candidates based 
on “fit” rather than on academic achievement or 
potential (Posselt, 2016)

• Discouragement of interests/lines of inquiry that 
aren’t “publishable”

• End result = graduate faculty that “push 
relentlessly toward normativity, where the norm 
is themselves” (Cassuto, 2015, p. 48)
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broken system
perpetuation

To transform the university, we must transform the 
professoriate. To transform the professoriate, we must 

empower transformation in the students who will inherit it.
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transformative 
learning themes
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Personal

Social
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sources of disorientation

 expectations about doctoral study
• pedagogy = inherent to study or “keep it personal”? 

(Sweitzer, 2008, p. 49)
• “a lonely tedium” (Golde, 1998, p. 60)
• faculty members “malicious on purpose” (Ibid, p. 58)

 feelings of inadequacy 
• student assumptions re: time commitments, prior 

professional / academic experiences, family history 
concerning advanced education (Craddock, Birnbaum, 
Rodriguez, Cobb & Zeeh, 2001)
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Encountering Disorientation 10

low stakes?
“...reject the 

unexpected...
elevated stakes? 

question the 
expectation...”

or...

(Cranton, 2006, p. 19)
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critical reflection and perspective transformation

 Perspective taking as the mechanism of transformation 
(Mezirow, 1978, 104)

 Lack of social structure in doctoral education

 Doctoral attrition as related to feelings of isolation and 
loneliness (Ali & Kohun, 2006)

 Doctoral study as “a lonely quest of heart and head” 
(Hawley, 1993, p. 7)

 At best, transformative learning is deferred. At worst, it 
results in program attrition.
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Personal

Social

transformative 
learning themes

“…liberal 
dilettantism, a self-
indulgent form of 
speculation that 
makes no real 
difference to 

anything…”

Brookfield (2000), p. 143
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experimentation and exploration

 Decision-making leading to action
 Transition from “student to scholar in a largely 

indifferent, laissez-faire environment” (Hawley, 
1993, p. 28)

 Adult education programs should not only 
“precipitate, facilitate, and reinforce perspective 
transformation” but also “implement resultant 
action plans.” (Mezirow, 1978, p. 109)
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role reintegration
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Researcher

Teacher

Committee 
Member

Presenter

Professional 
Learner

Student 
Supervisor

Fundraiser
Professional Activities:

• Completed research projects
• Taught coursework
• Submitted applications for funding
• Served on student committees
• Completed non-conference and 

conference presentations
• Attended workshops
• Supervised other students

Jazvac-Martek, Chen, and McAlphine
(2011)

13

14



9/14/2020

8

15

Personal

Social

transformative 
learning themes

Student Needs:

Security
Support

Affirmation
Encouragement

“Moving to a new perspective and sustaining 
actions which it requires is dependent upon an 

association with others who share the new 
perspective. Not only do you take their way of 
seeing for your own, but you must have their 

support and reinforcement to enable you to take 
action the new viewpoint reveals is in your 

interest.”
Mezirow, 1978, 105
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faculty as roadblocks to  transformative learning
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 Cassuto (2015) – alliance between student and doctoral 
faculty advisor as most critical and consequential 
relationship in graduate education process\

 Hawley (1993) – types of “professors to avoid,” even when 
they may not have a choice

 Cranton (2006) – power struggle may result in student 
disenfranchisement rather than student empowerment

 There is a distinct difference between “advisors who want 
to reproduce themselves and advisors who help students 
to know their own minds” (Cassuto, 2015, p. 101).

Co-Active Coaching
and the transformation process
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coaching vs. advising/mentoring

19

Mentoring / Advising:
• Relationship built upon 

transmission of 
knowledge

• Hierarchical 
• Expectation of 

judgment

Coaching:
• A partnership “in a thought-provoking 

and creative process that inspires 
[students] to maximize their personal 
and professional potential” (The 
International Coach Federation, n.d.)

• Non-hierarchical
• Non-judgmental

co-active coaching cornerstones
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Student as 
sufficiently 

resourceful / 
knowledgeable

Immediate 
problem solving 
as secondary to 

broader 
reflection

Coach 
encourages 
perspective 

transformation
Coach as intense 
listener “dancing 
in the moment”

From Kimsey-House, 
Kimsey-House, 
Sandahl, and 
Whitworth (2018), pp. 
6-8
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how to coach from within your space

 Practice non-judgment & curiosity
 Ask powerful questions (i.e., open-ended 

questions that invite critical reflection, Kimsey-
House et al., 2018, 39)

 Re-evaluate the structure of an advising session
 Suggested reading = McClellan and Moser 

(2011) – “advising as coaching”
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Coaching resources
for the doctoral advisor/administrator
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Transforming the professoriate
one doctoral student at a time 
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Contact Me: brandy.n.gunter@ou.edu

#NACADA20virtual

Please give your valuable feedback to the presenter(s)!
 Access the session evaluation using this link: 

http://bit.ly/nacada20virtual
 Enter the corresponding Session ID; located in the app. 
 Answer the questions and submit your evaluation! 

WE NEED YOUR FEEDBACK!
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