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Transformational learning explains why adults may experience deep changes in the way 
they make sense of their world and offers a theory of learning unique to adults. Research 
has shown that Mezirow’s Transformational Learning Theory (TLT) has been 
approached from different perspectives offering insight in the processes of learning and 
change at both an individual and collective level. It remains influential and applicable to 
adult learning with a vast array of empirical research across a range of disciplines within 
health care. However there is little research by comparison in adult nursing education. 
Although varying and innovative approaches to learning and other applications of the 
theory itself exist, a greater depth to TLT as it is applied in adult nursing education and 
research remains varied. 
 

The purpose of this literature review is to explore and examine how TLT has been 
applied in adult nursing education and as a research phenomenon. This is of particular 
relevance to nursing practice and education, as the process of transformation begins 
from one’s experience from which nurses can apply and develop professional and clinical 
practice and lifelong learning.   
 

A comprehensive literature review was undertaken using a range of databases (Ebsco; 
Academic Search Complete, British Education Index, CINHAL; Medline; PsychInfo; ERIC 
and Cochrane). Search terms included Mezirow, transform*, AND learning theory AND 
nurs* AND education yielding well over 250 reports, 20 of which were included for this 
review having been screened (date criterion and nursing focus) and excluded (pilot 
studies, opinion papers, grey literature or those of a purely theoretical or polemic in 
nature and not empirical research papers). Following critical appraisal of these papers, 
findings highlight the importance of Mezirow’s TLT in adult education. With a particular 
focus on nursing education the literature has been discussed under three identified 
themes; reflectivity and reflection through TLT; innovative technologies and teaching 
approaches; fostering the experience of transformation. 
 

TLT no doubt has informed research and provides a theoretical framework and reflective 
model in adult learning and nursing education.  Its application remains varied using 
traditional (workshops; reflective journal writing) and innovative technologies (on-line 
discussion forums; graphic elicitation; podcasting) but no evidence of film being used as 
a catalyst for transformation exits.  Film can provide a medium for learning and serve as 
the frame of reference for one’s transformation and unique experience. In nursing 
practice the ability to reflect and learn from one’s experiences is crucial- this informs 
clinical practice and decision-making. Fostering one’s transformation relies on a 
protective environment for reflective thinking, discourse and sharing experiences. 
Educators are in a prime position to guide students through a transformation process, 
change in their attitude, beliefs and behavior and to foster individual growth. Adopting a 
more holistic approach to nursing education and developing greater compassion in 
professional practice can be fostered from TLT.  
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