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Beliefs that a learner has about concepts to do with learning have crucial implications for the effectiveness of their learning. The two concepts I will focus on are intelligence and knowledge, and my concern will be with adult learners.

In regard to knowledge, a pertinent term is personal epistemology – the beliefs one has about what knowledge is, how it is acquired, and how we know what we know.

Beliefs are hugely influenced by one’s life experiences and interpretations of experience (Anderson, 1984, cited in Schommer, 1998) and by the wider social/cultural/political climate. This would suggest that beliefs are susceptible to change and development. So a further aspect of personal epistemology is the factors that bring about such changes. 

Changes in the wider culture can transform attitudes to knowledge. For example, in recent times the ability to learn has come to be more valued than attaining a specific body of knowledge (Torff and Sternberg cited in Smith and Pourchot)  

Viewed from a development model, there are a number of stages, each one more complex – 

· Dualistic, objectivist – belief that knowledge is absolute, right and wrong, “observations of reality or authorities are its sources” (Mason in Sinatra and Pintrich, P 204)

· Subjective, relativist – belief that knowledge is ambiguous, that each has his or her own views and own truths

· Contextual, constructivist – neither objectivist nor relativist. Evaluates one’s own and other’s thinking, to find that some positions are more justified and tenable than others

The above model is an amalgam (Mason in Sinatra and Pintrich) of development sequences devised by theorists such as Perry (1968), Chandler (1987), Benack and Basseches (1989), and Kuhn (1991). 

A problem with this model and its variations is that it presumes a unitary and consistent progression through the stages (Hammer and Elby in Hofer and Pintrich). An associated assumption about epistemological beliefs is that these take the form of declarative knowledge that is conscious (Hammer and Elby in Hofer .and Pintrich). If these beliefs are not conscious, then questionnaires and interviews supposedly raise these to the surface. The hitch, however, is that learners do not normally reflect on the nature of knowledge and learning in their studies. So, it may be that the beliefs that are uncovered in the context of research lack reliability when applied to the contexts of their learning ((Hammer and Elby in Hofer and Pintrich).

Indeed, even in the learning context learners can have differences between their beliefs about different disciplines (Hammer and Elby in Hofer and Pintrich).

Numerous researchers, including Leach, Millar, Ryder, Sere (1999, in Hofer and Pintrich) found very little consistency in learners’ frameworks of beliefs.  

A learner’s beliefs can be transformed by the teacher’s views – “whether expressed explicitly in class or implicitly by teaching practice” (Horwitz, 1988, P 291). Meanwhile, it is possible that in the student’s other learning  fields his or her beliefs will remain unchanged. 

Another transformation a teacher can make is to get learners to actually see themselves as active learners – by getting them to recognise the many ways they have carried out learning in their adult lives. Such recognition might result in less caution about learning new things and even willingness to take up formal learning (Merriam, Caffarella, & Bumgartner (2007). In many cases a learner may intend to make a conceptual change, but “the stability of the existing patterns may hinder them” (Ferrari & Elik in Sinatra and Pintrich, 2003, P 23), and so support from a teacher (or other influential person) may be needed.  

A further problem with the development stage theories is that epistemological beliefs tend to be seen in the same light as learning styles or personality traits ((Hammer and Elby in Hofer and Pintrich), and indeed some research questions are better suited to exploring such issues than investigating personal epistemologies, which they are sometimes used for. 

Discipline-specific beliefs, referred to above, have three dimensions (Hofer, in Hofer and Pintrich, P 10):

1) Beliefs about education in that discipline

2) Beliefs about the self in relation to the discipline

3) Beliefs about the social context of learning that discipline

Becoming conscious of one’s beliefs can bring about awareness of one’s learning styles (how one learns) and may reveal the impediments one has to learning. (Hofer, in Hofer and Pintrich, 2002).  

These impediments, or learning difficulties, as William Perry (Ramsden, 1988) pointed out, may indeed stem from one’s beliefs, rather than lack of motivation, study skills or ability. Indeed, these beliefs (or misconceptions) about what learning is about, may actually be created by the education process  itself .

Holding the belief that knowledge is best conceived as individual facts has been shown to hinder the ability to understand mathematics (McLeod and Adams, 1989 cited, in Schommer, 1998)), scientific concepts (Songer and Linn, 1991, cited in Schommer, 1998) and foreign languages (Horwitz, 1988). For example, holistic strategies are not likely to be taken up by language learners who believe that such study consists simply of vocabulary memorisation, translation and grammar exercises. 

Unrealistic expectations can also have deleterious effects. For example, many language learners expect to achieve fluency within two years – this results in disappointment and likelihood of dropping out (Horwitz, P 292). 

Beliefs about knowledge also need to be seen in the light of informal knowledge that one has acquired – this certainly affects what and how one learns. Beginner science students, for example, may hold the common cultural conception that scientific knowledge is certain, but their study in this discipline will probably convince them that scientific knowledge is tentative, the view held by experts.

Changes in a learner’s views about knowledge depend not only on changing one’s concepts, hypotheses and practices, but also emotional attitudes towards those concepts, hypotheses, and practices (Thagard and Zhu in Sinatra and Pintrich, P 98). Emotional conceptual change is “a change of valence from positive to negative or vice versa” ( Thagard and Zhu in Sinatra and Pintrich, P 98), and may involve stronger emotions, such as love and disgust. 

A key ingredient in conceptual change is metacognition – thinking about one’s own thoughts or thinking processes. A constructivist process of learning, with the principle of intentionality (cognitive goals, conscious control, and purposive use of knowledge) requires both cognitive and metacognitive processes  (Sinatra and Pintrich, pp 104-105) .     

Attaining the attributes of a constructivist knower comes far easier if the required skills start developing in adolescence (Hofer and Pintrich).These skills are inquiry, analysis and argument. Furthermore, these skills can only be developed in cultures in which they are valued (Hofer and Pintrich). 

In contemporary western culture there are often competing views about knowing. For example, reasoned argument, although highly regarded, is often overcome by social acceptance and tolerance – it is often a quick step from “everyone has the right to their opinion” to “all opinions are equally right” (Hofer and Pintrich, pp. 138-139). 

This raises the question of how to assess and deal with oppressive or abusive cultural practices. A way forward would be by knowing through the body (embodied knowing) – which is more fundamental than what we know through culture (Brockman, 2001, cited in Merriam et al, 2001) For example, the beating of a Turkish schoolgirl by her brother for ‘immoral’ actions – a cultural relativist response of ‘live and let live’ would be overridden by a response of “stop the beating, in the name of the body – her body” (Brockman, 2001, cited in Merriam et al, pp. 197-198). Indeed, knowing through the body is a universal reality, and can help develop empathy, both for those within and outside our culture.   

The body as a site for learning will be looked at further in my upcoming section on intelligence.

The overlooking of the body as a site for learning stems from the Western priveliging of mind over body. So the focus of education is “a change in mental state, from one of ignorance, to one of knowledge” (Beckett and Morris, 2001, cited in Merriam, P 198). Learners who have grown up in a culture of such an approach can consequently see their learning as a passive undertaking. 

In contrast to such experiences, a large proportion of adult learning is “spontaneous, random, chance, unplanned learning that is the great joy and sorrow of our human existence” (Boyd and Apps, 1980, P 178). 

Regardless of one’s beliefs about knowledge, most vocations require continuous learning to keep one’s skills and knowledge up to date, and so, effective learning – influenced both by one’s beliefs and the degree of effectiveness of the learning environment – is crucial. 

In regard to intelligence, there are many views and theories. Hence there are a wide range of beliefs held by individuals, and these have crucial implications for the effectiveness of their learning.

The conventional view, long prevalent in the West, and therefore still held by many learners, consists of three principles (Torff & Sternberg in Smith & Pourchot, 1998, pp. 110-111):

1) That each person has a general intelligence, that manifests fairly evenly across all activities that a person does

2) A fixed potential – skills develop during childhood and reach a fixed state by early adulthood

3) The most important factor in the development of intellectual ability is school learning 

All three of these principles have come to be challenged in recent times. The concept of general intelligence has come to be challenged by theories of multiple intelligences. The most well-known is Gardner’s (1983):

· Spatial
· Linguistic

· Logical-mathematical

· Bodily-kinesthetic

· Musical

· Interpersonal

· Intrapersonal

· Naturalistic

Then there is Sternberg’s (1988) theory:

· Analytic skills

· Creative skills

· Practical skills 

The fixed intelligence view has been challenged by evidence of modifiability (Renzulli (1986); Sternberg, (1988), cited in Smith and Pourchot (1998)), a perspective which values life-long learning.

The overarching of school learning emphasis has been challenged by theory and research (Lave, 1988; Rogoff, 1990, cited in Smith and Pourchot (1998), showing the important role of learning in cultural contexts (such as work and everyday life) on one’s beliefs about knowledge and intelligence. 

A concept related to practical intelligence is tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1966). In general, it is “unspoken, underemphasised, and conveyed in an indirect manner” (Smith and Pourchot ,1998, P 116). 

A good strategy for tacit knowledge acquisition is “getting connected to people in the know (Smith and Pourchot ,1998, P 119). One of today’s buzzwords is ‘networking’ – which shows that many learners know this strategy very well. 

Expressions such as ‘book smarts’ (for academic intelligence) and ‘street smarts’ (for common sense) indicate a common awareness of these two types of intelligence. Yet western education still accords a low status to concrete, material learning and reserves the highest status for abstract and immaterial learning – regardless of its usefulness (Merriam, et al). 

Such valuations can induce hopelessness and “lock people into rigid categories that follow them throughout their lives” ( Kincheloe in Kincheloe, Steinberg and Villanerve, 1999, P 8).

Williams, Denney and Schadler (1983, cited in Smith and Pourchot, 1998) found that 76% of older adults believe that their ability to think, reason and solve problems has increased with age. When told of the research finding that ability test scores declined after early adulthood, the older adults said that they were referring to solving ‘everyday problems’ – different from those on cognitive ability tests. 

Correlation of this distinction is found in Scribner’s 1984 milk factory workers study (Smith and Pourchot ,1998, P 114) – far poorer performance in academic maths tests than in practical, ‘on the job’ maths which they were observed to carry out.

Likewise, Ceci and Liker’s 1986 and 1988 study (Smith and Pourchot, pp. 113-114) of racetrack cognition shows that learning the handicapper’s methodology  would be far less effective through ‘academic’ means such as interviewing and observing than through the body experience, the lived experience, of apprenticeship activities with experts at the track. Such tacit knowledge, which cannot be easily formalised and put into exact words, is a key feature of our lifeworld knowledge (Polanyi, 1966, ). 

Reading each situation as it occurs and finding what works can often make up for paucity of formal training or education. A study of an aged care facility (Beckett and Morris, cited in Merriam, et al, 2007, P 196) identified many instances of practical logic, in which cares “draw laterally on embodied experiences.” 

Indeed, practical problem solving tasks improved in the 40s and 50s groups, and thereafter declined (Denney and Palmer, 1981, cited in Smith and Pourchot ,1998). This demonstrates the use of crystallised intelligence – a type that stems from educational and life experiences, and is maintained until well into middle age. In contrast, fluid intelligence, important for early learning and development, decreases as people reach adulthood. The former is applied more for practical problem solving, while the latter is applied more for abstract problem solving (Smith and Pourchot, 1998, pp 147-148).

Perceptions of adult intellectual development will vary, according to the type of focus – a focus on process only will favour intellectual development in adolescents and young adults, while a focus on knowledge only will favour adults. A composite would favour either group, according to the weighting scheme in the study (Smith and Pourchot, 1998). The problem for both theorists and researchers is that to properly assess an individual’s knowledge, many tests need to be developed to be able to include all the divergent areas of knowledge that adults develop.

Age and education overall have positive effects on epistemological beliefs. As people age they have an increasing conviction that the ability to learn can be improved. The more education they attain, the greater the likelihood in the belief that knowledge is highly complex and constantly evolving (Schommer, 1998). 

Regardless of the type of intelligence, it is only part of the big picture for success in knowledge and skills development – their personality, interests and motivational levels will influence their effort and persistence (Smith and Pourchot). Also influential is their social environment – “the way we learn to think and feel is the product of the groups we belong to and value” (Leistyna cited in Kincheloe et al, 1999, P 63).

Perceptions of the nature of intelligence (entity versus incremental) have huge implications for learners in their attitudes to and undertaking of learning. The entity type is fixed and internal, while the incremental type is malleable, dynamic, and can be increased (Dweck, 2000). The incremental type is more conducive to pursuing learning goals (focus on getting smarter), while the fixed type is more conducive to pursuing performance goals (focus on showing that one is smart). The latter shows more willingness to seek new learning opportunities, while for the former, such pursuits would carry the risk of not looking so smart. Indeed, they even avoid learning opportunities that could be vital to learning well in the future (Hong, Chiu, Dweck and Lin, 1998, cited in Dweck, 2000).

Interestingly, getting learners to change their theory of intelligence can influence their choice of goal. In one study (Dweck and Leggett, 1998, cited in Dweck, 2000), students were given a passage either extolling the fixed theory or the incremental theory. The students then had to choose a task to work on. Those who had read the entity theory passage were far more likely to choose a performance task, while those who had read the incremental theory passage were far more likely to choose a learning goal task.   

In a similar study (Bergen, 1992, cited in Dweck, 2000, P25), students who had read a pro-entity theory passage were far less likely to carry on when facing failure than did students who had read a pro-increment theory passage.   

In another study (Hong, Chiu, Lin and Dweck, 1998, cited in Dweck, 2000, P 25), students were given either a pro-entity or pro-increment passage, followed by a comprehension test. They were then offered a tutorial on how to improve test performance. Acceptance of the offer for high scorers, both pro-entity and pro-increment reading passage people, was around the same percentage. For low scorers, the former were far less likely to accept the offer than the latter. This shows that those inclined to the entity view are likely to pursue remedial action only if they are still seen to be smart.

Unlike the above studies, which only looked into temporary affects of influencing learners’ views on intelligence, a longitudinal study (Aronson and Fried, 1998, cited in Dweck, 2000, Ppp 36-37) was conducted after white majority and black minority students in the USA were exposed to a film, a lecture and follow-up reinforcement tasks upholding the incremental theory. It found that the gap in achievement between majority and minority students was far lower than between majority and minority students who had not received the incremental message. These achievement gaps are largely due to internalised stereotypes (conducive to the entity view), and can be greatly reduced when made aware that ability is malleable.  

Confidence, a quality highly valued by psychology and society, does not always bode so well. High confidence in their intelligence was not enough to stop the decline from prior high academic standing of many entity theorists (Dweck, 2000, P 52). And indeed, many increment theorists with low confidence in their intelligence made great advances in their standing. They do not have to feel that they are already high in ability in order to do well.  

The following chart I have devised shows the differences in attitudes and approaches between the entity theory and the incremental theory:

Incremental view of intelligence
Entity view of intelligence

Learning goals
Performance goals

Intelligence is a process of development
Intelligence: show it if it’s enough, hide it if it’s not

Intelligence viewed as a person’s skills and knowledge
Intelligence viewed as inherent capacity

Prepared to take challenging tasks
Reluctant to take challenging tasks

Interest in skill improvement
Less interest in skill improvement

Love of learning
Validate one’s intelligence, try not to invalidate it

Failure just means your current strategy or skills are not adequate
Worried about failure. Failure makes you doubt your intelligence

Mastery response
Helplessness response

Higher self esteem (due to type of response)
Lower self esteem (due to type of response)

Fare better emotionally
Fare worse emotionally

Less prone to doubt their abilities when faced with difficulty
More prone to feel doubt when faced with difficulty

Effort: helpful in development and realising your potential
Effort: won’t do much for you if your ability isn’t high

In regard to beliefs about knowledge and their implications for adult learners, my paper has discussed personal epistemology, the factors that shape it and the stages of its development, the complications in staged development models, learners’ discipline-specific beliefs, metacognition, constructivist knowing, competing cultural views about knowing, and embodied knowing.

In regard to beliefs about intelligence and their implications for adult learners, my paper has discussed the three principles long prevalent in the West, critiques of these principles, multiple intelligence models, academic versus practical intelligence, some examples of tacit knowing in the workplace, liquid and crystallised intelligence, age factors, entity versus incremental view of intelligence, and the attributes and attitudes of the entity and incremental views. 

My focus has been on western theory, research (except for two of the studies in Dweck) and practice. Many of the psychological and sociological issues in my paper would be viewed very differently, for example, in East Asian cultures, where notions of the individual mind are far less priveliged. 

The rapid social and technological change, along with recent relevations about neuro-plasticity will continue to impact on learners’ views on knowledge and intelligence. 
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