
Sustaining leadership effectiveness 

RESOURCES 

 
Resource 10: The three modes of learning 

 
The extract below is from an article by John West-Burnham called  ‘Learning to Lead’ in the 
Handbook of Educational Leadership and Management (2003). 
 
‘…there are three modes of learning, each is valid in its own right and they are non-sequential 
but each mode has profound implications for the integrity of the potential impact of learning on 
the learner. 
  
  SHALLOW  DEEP   PROFOUND 
  
  Replication  Understanding Meaning 
  Application  Transfer  Creativity 
  Information  Knowledge  Wisdom 
  Experience  Reflection  Intuition 
  Extrinsic  Intrinsic  Moral 
  Acceptance  Interpretation  Challenge 
  Dependence  Independence  Interdependence  
  
  
Shallow learning is perhaps the most common mode. It results in the ability to replicate 
information; experience is unmediated; the motivation to learn is extrinsic and it results in 
acceptance and dependence. Shallow learning characterises a lot of ‘educational’ experiences 
from school to university and is very prevalent in training. Deep learning, by contrast, creates 
understanding – what happens when generic information becomes personal knowledge which 
can then be transferred between contexts and over time.  Experience is understood through 
reflection and the motivation to learn is intrinsic. Deep learning allows personal interpretation 
and creates a sense of autonomy and confidence. 
  
Profound learning moves into a different level of significance altogether. Shallow learning 
results in the ability to apply a formulated response to a problem, if it is presented in the right 
way. Deep learning allows a range of responses to be formulated, tested and applied. Profound 
learning leads to the problem and solution being redefined. Profound learning is about the 
creation of personal meaning and so enhances wisdom and so creativity. Experience is 
processed intuitively. The motivation to learn is moral and the outcome of profound learning is 
the ability and willingness to challenge orthodoxy. Such learning is sustained through 
interdependent engagement in problem-solving and thinking. 
  
Shallow learning is exemplified in what might be called ‘tourist’ Italian. I have a limited 
vocabulary, some knowledge of grammar and can survive. Deep learning of Italian would allow 
me to engage in spontaneous and significant conversations. Profound learning would mean that 
not only could I engage meaningfully in the high points of Italian culture but possibly contribute 
to them. And the same applies to the practice of medicine, to the artist, to the joiner and to the 
use of computers. There is a clear incremental shift – akin to the progression from novice to 
expert. The purpose of leadership development is to facilitate this growth. 
 
But if leadership is about transformation, creating the future, vision and values and enhancing 
the quality of personal relationships then it can only be truly developed through profound 
learning. Another important reason why leadership development has to focus on profound 
learning is the issue of sustainability; long-term learning, development and growth can only be 
sustained by intrinsic and moral motivation.’ (pp55-56) 
 

 Copyright Fieldwork Online Training 2004 


	Resource 10: The three modes of learning
	ReplicationUnderstandingMeaning

