READY FOR CHANGE
...using the Stages of Change model and A-Frame Learner Plan
to work with adults facing multiple barriers to learning
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LEARNING IS CHANGE...
and change usually involves failing
and starting again

This resource explores the use of Motivational Interviewing as well as the
Stages of Change (1) model when working with adult learners.
Building the A-frame Individual Learner Plan(2) with adult learners is a great
opportunity to engage with learners by practising these skills.
In this context, the teacher acts as a mentor by using questioning and
reﬂective listening to help the learner to think more deeply.

“It takes a lot of courage
to walk through that door.
If we do our job well,
it means they stay connected,
even if they are absent from time to time.
Engagement usually happens slowly
over a long period of time.
It’s a trust thing.”
(Learn Local teacher)
Adults who face multiple barriers to engagement and learning are often
ambivalent about taking the next step with their learning. They may see clear
advantages and disadvantages to coming back to learning.

“On the one hand I’d like to join a class …
but on the other, I’m not the sort of person
who talks to people I don’t know.”
(LLO program participant)
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If the LLO teacher tries to push the learner beyond their readiness to move
forward, the learner will show resistance. This may result in them being
withdrawn or being challenging or difﬁcult in class.

“I thought running a mock interview
was the obvious next step
once he’d said that he wasn’t good
at talking about himself.
He didn’t show up and
I haven’t seen him in class since.
In hindsight, I think
I pushed him too hard.”
(LLO project co-ordinator)

Learners often have an initial ‘Yes I can do that!’ reaction to suggested next
steps. However, they may not have had a chance to explore the barriers that
arise for them. Without a considered conversation to look at the pros and cons
of that next step, the reality may be too much for them.
Difﬁculties are most likely to occur when there is a mismatch between the
person’s stage of readiness to change and the approach being taken by the
teacher.

Whether you want to start studying, join a group,
limit caffeine or stop biting your nails,
the Stages of Change model can provide insight
and guidance to embrace change.(3)
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DIFFERENT STROKES
FOR DIFFERENT
FOLKS
working with learners at different stages
The Stages of Change model suggests different
approaches depending on which stage
the learner is at.
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THE STAGES OF CHANGE
MODEL

The SoC model proposes several stages a learner may pass through when
on a journey of change – in this case, a journey through learning.

PRE-

W

E

EP

C

AR

AN

AT

EN

IO N

M AIN T

TION
PLA
EM
NT
O
C

WIT
HD
RA

CONTEMPLAT
IO
N

PR

A C TIO

N

The stages are:
1
2
3
4
5
6

PRE-CONTEMPLATION “ I don’t think I can” or “I don’t want to”
CONTEMPLATION “I may try”
PREPARATION “I will try”
ACTION “I’m learning”

MAINTENANCE “I’ve learned”
WITHDRAW or ‘plateau’
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STAGE 1

PRECONTEMPLATION
“I don’t think I can” or “I don’t want to”

Learners are:
•

Not intending to embark on new learning or change behavior in the
foreseeable future

•

Often unaware of educational pathways and possibilities for personal
change

•

Tending to see change as too hard and overestimate the negatives

Learners may:
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•

Come into contact with a LLO through ‘happenstance’ (eg picking up
a LLO brochure or taking a child to playgroup at a LLO)

•

Be referred by a case worker or agency
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Conversations with learners at this stage can:
•

Provide a safe and welcoming environment; clear and accessible
information, and a friendly person to chat with at reception

•

Encourage the prospective learner to think about the beneﬁts of
becoming involved. Thinking about the beneﬁts of changing behavior is
an important part of moving to the next stage – Contemplation

It’s the people prospective learners see and speak to
that make the difference at this crucial ﬁrst contact.

JOE’S STORY
Joe lives close to his local Neighbourhood House. He lives alone and is
quite isolated.
He walks past the Neighbourhood House on his way to the shops and has
noticed some of the different activity and course posters in the window.
He has also seen the brochures in the holder near the front door.
Recently Joe received a Neighbourhood House brochure in his letterbox.
He took it with him when he walked to the shops.

“I stuck my head in there one day. Just to see what they do in
there. It looks alright. There are a few nice couches. The bloke
at reception said I could make a cup of tea. I might do that one
day. Not today though.”
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STAGE 2

CONTEMPLATION
Learners are:
•

Aware that learning opportunities exist

•

Seriously thinking about acting on them

•

Not yet committed to taking action

•

Interested to hear others talking about related subjects

“I may try”

Learners may:
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•

Remain in this stage, ‘sitting on the fence’, for quite some time

•

Struggle with their evaluations of their abilities and the amount of
effort, energy and challenge it will take to move forward

•

Sense that change is worthwhile but may not have the support or
conﬁdence they need to take up the challenge
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Conversations and activities with learners at this stage
include:
•

Weigh up the pros and cons of engaging with learning

•

Afﬁrm the skills the learner already has

•

Begin an Individual Learner Plan as a ‘way in’ to thinking about
learning

•

Hear ﬁrst person accounts from others who have made a similar
change and faced similar challenges

KYLA’S STORY
Kyla lives with chronic anxiety and drug and alcohol issues. In her
ﬁrst interview with the ‘Discover Yourself!’ project, she talked
about wanting to meet new people and to get some part-time
work. Kyla was very enthusiastic about following her interests:
“I’d like to join a writing group or maybe a visual arts group”
Through further conversation, Kyla also said that she was
hesitant about joining groups.
“I’m really nervous about speaking in public. I joined a Women’s
Group a while ago but all the women were older than me, so
I stopped going.”
Kyla continues to come in to the Neighbourhood House for a
chat and is getting to know some staff and students. She may
join a one day workshop in the near future.
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STAGE 3

PREPARATION
“I will try”

Learners have:
•

Decided to engage with learning in some way in the very near future
(eg. have chosen a course or activity)

•

Possibly been unsuccessful in the last year or so in moving forward
with their learning

Learners may:
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•

Tend to take on small challenges

•

Need to clock up lots of ‘small wins’ to increase conﬁdence with their
learning

•

Beneﬁt from developing an ‘if-then’ plan for the various challenges
that are likely to arise
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Conversations with learners at this stage need to:
•

Build enthusiasm and conﬁdence by accomplishing preparatory
actions (eg. buying class materials, organising childcare, timetable,
transport etc)

•

Begin a Learner Plan that will identify existing strengths and knowledge
as well as strategies for dealing with potential barriers

ANDREW’S STORY
Andrew dropped in to his local Neighbourhood House after
receiving their brochure in the mailbox and seeing some
courses that interested him.
He had begun a course the previous year but had dropped out
when he felt overwhelmed.
Andrew spoke with the co-ordinator and narrowed down his
goals into more manageable ‘chunks’. He said that prioritising
in this way had already made him feel more conﬁdent.
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STAGE 4

ACTION
“I’m learning”

Learners have:
•

Set and committed to learning goals

•

Set aside time for achieving their goals

•

Explored the barriers they may face and thought about support they
may need

Learners may:
•

12

Beneﬁt from acknowledgement of their commitment to achieving their
goals
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Conversations with learners at this stage need to:
•
•
•
•
•

Provide ongoing discussion and reinforcement of learning
Focus on action, not just outcomes
Address obstacles that may arise
Celebrate small successes
Treat setbacks and challenges as opportunities for
self-discovery

ELENI’S STORY
Eleni had achieved much in her work life, including managing a
large team. However, she was also hiding her severe anxiety
around reading and writing in the workplace.
Eleni enrolled in the Reading and Writing class at her local
Neighbourhood House.
Her teacher suggested she also join the ‘Discover Yourself!’
project she discussed her anxiety and devised small steps
towards working with it.
“I have opened up a little, talking about my family issues and my
fears around writing and work, resumes, interviews and getting
a new job. Bit by bit, I’ve written my resume and done a few
practice interviews. I didn’t realize that my conﬁdence had
deﬁnitely been lifted until I was asked to read at my cousin’s
wedding. I wouldn’t have done that in 100 years! But I did it and,
scary as it was, I was thrilled. I actually have more skills than
I thought.”
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STAGE 5

MAINTENANCE
“I’ve learned”

Learners are:
•

Working to consolidate the gains they’ve made during the
Action stage

•

Using skills they’ve learned to achieve more wide-reaching
goals

Learners may:
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•

Have attained a greater level of conﬁdence and capacity

•

Integrated their educational pathway into their lifestyle and
identity
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Conversations with learners at this stage need to:
•

Encourage positive thinking and awareness of goals

•

Explore ongoing stress management skills

•

Provide discussions around education and employment
pathways

CATHY’S STORY
“I honestly can’t remember how I managed to walk from the
poster to the reception area to ask about volunteering all those
years ago. I wasn’t the type of person to communicate or
interact with people I didn’t know.
When I ﬁrst started volunteering, I had no experience or skills to
become a reception worker. I had low self-esteem and no
conﬁdence in others. My hand would shake when I answered
the phone and I was often in tears.
I hung in because everyone supported me. Bit by bit, I learned
all the ofﬁce procedures and eventually, I picked up the phone.
Now you can’t shut me up!
I work as a receptionist now. My current goal is to work on
myself, my own issues, before I take the next step in terms of
a new job or further study.”
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STAGE 6

WITHDRAW
Depending on the particular barriers they face and difﬁcult to
control factors like health, housing and relationships, a learner
may take different routes through the Stages of Change spiral.
They may jump straight to the ‘I will try’ stage, leap ahead to
‘I’m learning’ and then ‘drop out’, only to return later to the ‘I
may try’ stage.
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Always welcome
If a learner does drop out or misses a few classes, it’s important to keep the
door open:

“This place is the only thing
that gets me out of the house.”
LLO learner

“It’s possible that some students
will engage for a while and then retreat.
So making sure they understand
that attendance is not obligatory
(but that it has beneﬁt) is important.
It’s also important that new students
do not feel different because they haven’t
turned up for awhile for no apparent reason
– and that the reason is not sought.”
LLO teacher

TONY’S STORY
“I feel like I’m going back to the stage I was at several years
ago. A few things have happened in my personal life and I just
don’t seem to be coping. Some days I just don’t want to get
out of bed. I’ve even gone back to smoking.”
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CONVERSATIONS
ABOUT CHANGE
helping learners to identify their stage of readiness

Conversations with learners, particularly those involving their Individual
Learner Plan, can help them to identify their goals and their readiness to learn.
The skills and principles of Motivational Interviewing may change the ILP
process from a solitary, rote exercise to a meaningful interaction between
teacher and learner.
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Motivational interviewing aims to purposefully
create a conversation about change,
without attempting to convince the person
of the need to change or instructing them
about how to change

Effective learner/teacher conversations are:
•

Collaborative

•

Learner-centred

•

Focused on building rapport

•

Grounded in a respectful stance

•

Goal oriented

•

Designed to strengthen an individual’s motivation toward change by
eliciting and exploring the person’s own argument for change

According to the technical deﬁnition used by its founders Miller
and Rollnick (1991), "MI is a directive, client-centered
counseling style for increasing intrinsic motivation by helping
clients [students] explore and resolve ambivalence." More
recently, MI has been deﬁned as a "collaborative,
person-centered form of guiding to elicit and strengthen
motivation for change." (Motivational Interviewing, 2011) (4)
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THE OARS ACRONYM

O

pen-ended questions:

Open-ended questions encourage the learner to express their point of view:

“What interests you about this course?”
Closed questions on the other hand, lead or push the learner toward a
particular response and keep control of the conversation with the questioner:

A

fﬁrmations:

A teacher afﬁrms the learner’s strengths, values, motivation and other positive
qualities by reﬂecting them back to the learner:

“Even though it’s been very difﬁcult for you, you’ve still
managed to (e.g. keep attending classes)”
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R

eﬂective Listening:

In Motivational Interviewing, reﬂective statements tend to be used more often
than questions. These statements encourage the learner to explore their own
values, strengths, resources and knowledge.
Reﬂective statement will often help the learner to explore more deeply rather
than being defensive:
Learner – “I

don’t think I’m clever enough to do that.”

Teacher – “So

you’re saying that you’re not smart enough
for the course.”

Learner – “Well,

I don’t know but I don’t feel very conﬁdent.
Last time, …”

S

ummarising:

By summarising what the learner has said, the teacher demonstrates an
understanding of the learner’s perspective:
Teacher –

So let’s see if I’ve understood you.

You would like to improve your writing skills by
joining a class but you are nervous of being in a
group.
You feel that you aren’t clever enough.

For other examples of Motivational Interviewing techniques, see the
Suggested Reading at the end of this resource.
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THE A-FRAME
LEARNER PLAN
- a conversation about change

The opportunity for a reﬂective, one to one conversation with a teacher or
co-ordinator may be crucial to a learner’s progress and to teaching strategies
and placement options. Although the ILP is a formal part of all non-accredited
courses, it is also valuable to go through the 1-1 learner plan process with
learners who have not yet decided to enrol in a particular course.
Time spent now will lead to clearer communication, understanding and
engagement at the individual, placement, class and completion levels.

The Certiﬁcate in Assessment of Informal Learning (CAIL) is
another way for teachers to extend their skills in 1-1
interviewing. See the A-Frame Planning Guide for more on
CAIL.
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As you work though the sections of the ILP, you can practice the techniques
of Motivational Interviewing to help the learner reﬂect on and clarify their
goals, doubts, strengths and resources. This will also assist you to gain an
understanding of the learner and the nest ways to work with them.
It is also useful for the teacher to take notes (in such a way that the learner can
see what is being written) and then ﬁll in the ILP with the learner during, and at
the end of the conversation.
The learner may want a copy of their ILP or it can be kept at the LLO for future
reference and reﬂection.

1 - Goals
–

“So, what brings you here?”
“What interests you about this course?”
“Tell me a bit about yourself”
“Have you done anything like this before?”

2 - Your future
Your future

“Do you have dreams or goals?”
“What would be your ideal community activity, volunteer
work or job?”

Fu
Your skills.

3 - Your skills
Go through each of the skill groups together so the learner can
discuss each one.
As well as ticking the relevant boxes, jot down any extra facts
beside each skill set (eg. ‘Has difﬁculty reading bills).

4 – Anything else you’d like to add?
This is a good place to talk about potential barriers that the student can envisage
(if they have not already come up during the conversation). It may also be useful
to include a writing exercise at this point with ‘Potential Barriers’ or ‘Write about
the kinds of support you might need’ being possible writing topics.
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