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The Problem

Mark is a 35 year old high school graduate married to Sheila a 33 year old and

they are parents of two small children.  Mark has worked since high school for a local oil

refining company and Sheila has held many jobs, most being part time.  Sheila is content

with Mark’s current job and the salary that he brings home.  This allows Sheila to work

part time, and she seems satisfied with the current situation.  Neither spouse has attended

college, but Mark has decided to pursue the idea of furthering his education to open

opportunities in his life.  Mark realizes change may bring a reduction in salary, but he

wonders if an electronics degree may allow him to transfer to a new department in the

refinery.  Mark wonders what it will take to earn such a degree and decides to contact the

outreach center to gain information about such a pursuit.

Mark dials the number to the outreach office, and on the other end is an outreach

advisor, Gina.  Gina has experienced a very busy day, is behind on her schedule, and is

not in the most pleasant mood.  She is informed she has a call from a potential new

student, and reluctantly takes the call.  Mark is hopeful to receive answers to the

questions he has over the phone, but Gina shortens the conversation by offering an

appointment for Mark to come in and speak face to face with an advisor to go over the

details he wishes to find.  Gina offers Friday morning as an option, but Mark cannot meet

for three more weeks due to his work schedule.  Mark reluctantly agrees to the

appointment, but finds himself even more uncertain about furthering this pursuit.  Three

weeks later Mark is fifteen minutes late for the appointment, and Gina wonders why he

has not bothered to show up.
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The Solutions

Two human being’s lives have crossed paths and much hangs in the balance.

Mark is at a transitional stage in his life.  Gina is a facilitator who can assist Mark in his

endeavors, and she must reflect on her coursework and training to understand why Mark

has not arrived at his appointment.  Mark may not yet understand the ramifications of the

feelings and thoughts he is experiencing, but Gina holds some keys that can unlock

Mark’s opportunities that he has yet to discover.  Responsibilities are held by both

participants in this situation, but Gina is a professional that can make a difference in the

direction Mark takes in his and his family’s life.

As an outreach advisor Gina should have a reservoir of educational background

and experience that serves as an important resource to those she serves.  Gina awaits

Mark’s arrival to conduct a needs assessment of what her client requires.  Her first

opportunity to conduct this assessment was when she talked to Mark on the phone;

however, in her unknowing haste Mark has made a possible decision to end the process.

As Gina reflects on this situation it is imperative that she recognize what has happened

and to act immediately to contact Mark to encourage him to meet with her.  This contact

should focus on the concerns Mark has and should offer solutions and support that enable

Mark to feel comfortable pursuing his prospective goals.  First, Gina must identify what

stage Mark is at in his current life situation.

Mark and his spouse do have what appears to be a comfortable life situation.

Merriam and Clark identify that through their observations “more learning happens in

periods that people perceive as good versus bad times;” however, much more

“transformative learning occurred in bad times” (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999, p. 107).
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Various studies have researched transitional stages over human life spans.  For instance,

E.H. Erickson outlines eight stages of development  “each representing a series of crises

or issues to be dealt with over the life span” (Merriam & Caffarella, p. 103).  The issue

for Mark is to continue his education or maintain the status quo, and he has experienced

what he perceives as opposition to that process and seems to have made a decision based

on this negative experience.  Nevertheless, Mark is approaching what Levinson and

others identify as a “Mid-Life Transition” stage, and he is undergoing a process of self-

evaluation as to whether or not he is fulfilled in his current work situation (Merriam &

Caffarella, p. 101).  All of this has culminated to the point of interaction between Mark

and the outreach advisor, and Gina has a responsibility to recognize the stage Mark is at

and to assist him in acting upon his reflection.

Jane Vella outlines the importance of conducting a needs assessment, and the key

ingredient to this foundational process is listening (Vella, 2002, p. 5).  Gina obviously did

not provide that vital element to Mark in his initial phone call, but she now awaits the

opportunity to listen and have dialogue with Mark.  Without Mark at the appointment the

process obviously cannot continue, but Gina has choices.  If Gina takes the time to reflect

on the reasons why Mark may be absent and act upon them she can take the next step and

contact Mark.  Education and learning are about options and opportunity.  Gina’s role as

an outreach advisor requires that she outline various options and offer opportunities that

can enable prospective students like Mark to realize the support structure that exists to

help people grow and succeed.

Brookfield infers that adult learning is transactional (Brookfield, 1986, pp. 20-24).

This transaction begins with someone like Mark initiating the process of learning by
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gathering information and finding out about various options.  Gina can facilitate the

transactional process, but Mark has responsibilities that include his willingness to

continue being self-directed as he has been by calling the outreach center in the first

place.  Brookfield (p. 15) and Vella (p. 14-15) each identify the importance of praxis or

action and reflection that primarily come from the teachings of Paulo Freire.  It is a

process of learning by doing and then reflecting on what has been or what is being

learned.  As Gina contacts Mark to re-initiate dialogue she must recognize the transaction

that is taking place, conduct an adequate needs assessment, respect Mark’s role as an

adult learner and the vast experience that he brings to the transaction, and facilitate

Mark’s entry into higher formal education.  If Gina works to accomplish this intricate

process she will fulfill her responsibilities as an outreach advisor.  Mark is at home, and

Gina must make the call that will change and transform Mark’s life forever.  Gina lifts

the receiver, dials the number, and Mark answers on the other end of the line:  “Hello!”
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