Review of Learning

Introduction
Personal development according to Waitley (n.d.) is ‘the belief that you are worth the effort, time and energy needed to develop yourself.’ It is terminology that refers to any activity that is aimed at improving our ‘awareness and identity, to develop potential, facilitate employability, enhance quality of life, and contribute to the realisation of aspirations’, or goals, furthermore it motivates the learning of new skills, knowledge, and confidence (UKCPD, 2025).To be effective, the UK College for Personal Development (UKCPD) suggests that engaging in the process of personal development is ‘a lifelong process’ which enables the participant to realise and maximise their potential, and ‘adapt to a changing world’ (staff.circle.com, 2024). The process is unique to each individual and can be driven by a number of professional or personal factors, but habitually involves both formal and informal learning experiences tailored to an individual’s needs (staffcircle.com, 2024) and/or professional practice.
The integration of formal and informal learning, according to Benns (2024) ‘creates holistic opportunities for professional development….as they bridge theory and practice’. She goes on to argue that formal learning ‘provides the theoretical foundations’ necessary for the professional practice and that the informal learning allows ‘the application of theory into the real-life setting.’
My professional practice is set within the Education sector – I am a lecturer within a Higher Education institution in Wales and have seven years’ experience within the role. My career within education commenced at a later stage in life at the conclusion of a thirty-year vocation in law enforcement. As with anyone commencing a teaching career, I undertook formal learning through completion of a Post Graduate Certificate in Teaching and Learning in order to provide the theoretical knowledge needed for my practice and have since completed other relevant accredited or certificated learning/qualifications to enhance my personal identity as a teacher/lecturer. Benns (2024) claims that within the education profession, which she describes as a progressive and dynamic field, professional development is ‘critical’. She goes on to say that professional development is ‘synonymous’ with formal learning however significantly she highlights the ‘growing recognition of the value of informal learning as a vital component of professional growth.’ I have come to recognise that it is the informal learning opportunities provided within my role, and those that I have proactively sought through external providers,  that have allowed me to implement my formal learning effectively, to experiment with new tools and techniques, to learn from mistakes and to focus on specific areas of my practice or professional interests that I wish to develop and gain a better understanding of as I progress. It is against this backdrop that this review of learning is undertaken.
The review will firstly outline the meaning of ‘learning’ and then identify and analyse two types of learning that individuals experience – i.e., ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ learning. Reference will be made to the types of learning I have undertaken and experienced and will consider how ‘informal learning’ in particular; using reflective practice as an example of informal learning, has supported my professional practice and professional development. Building on this understanding of ‘learning’ the review will consider the concept of ‘knowledge,’ the different types and forms of knowledge and how I embed knowledge within my practice. Having highlighted and explored the different types and forms of learning and knowledge, I will then consider how they will support my future proposed learning needs within a professional context.
Learning
Schneider (2024, p.780) asserts that most textbooks define ‘learning’ as ‘a change in behaviour resulting from experience or practice’, and adds that learning is a ‘phenomenon’, that is manipulated by a complicated relationship of ‘physiological, environmental, cognitive, emotional, motivational, and social factors’ (2024, p779). Rogers (2014) however, argues that there is no consensus to be found when defining ‘learning’, and that where the word ‘learning’ is to be found, the meaning attached to the word in the context in which it is being used needs to be identified (p.13). Hoyle, however, suggests that learning is merely the acquisition of new, or ‘the modifying of existing knowledge, behaviours, skills, values, and preferences’ and adds that for learning to have occurred it requires ‘memory or competence, with the learner owning specific competencies at its conclusion (2015, p.19). Learning however in its simplest form can be acknowledged as ‘the activity of obtaining knowledge’ or ‘the process of understanding something by studying it or through experience’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). 
Formal, Non-formal and Informal Learning
Rogers (2014) claims that there are three kinds of learning: Formal Learning, Non- Formal Learning, and Informal Learning and draws upon the European Commission’s (2001, p32-33) definitions of each to provide an overview as illustrated below:

                                                                                      (Source: adapted from Rogers, 2014, p15)
Johnson and Majewska (2022) agree that ‘formal learning’ is fairly well defined within research literature, however non-formal and informal learning are ‘complex but powerful concepts that create tension’ (2022, p.4) suggesting that non-formal learning is merely a hybrid of the other two forms and claiming that there is an absence of research literature to clearly identify and explore non-formal learning.  
O’Neill (2025) however states that identifying the two typologies of learning (Formal and Informal) is quite simple, as ‘one is pragmatic and organised. The other casual and unstructured.
Formal Learning
Building on Roger’s (2014) explanation of formal learning, O’Neill (2025) appends that this form of learning is delivered systematically and intentionally, is planned, and guided by an instructor either face to face or online. Johnson and Majewska (2022, p.9) however assert, through supporting literature, that its definition implies a role for ‘defined educators’, suggesting that formal learning is teacher focused with set activities, directed by structured learning outcomes, and organised into a graded system. They further argue that it is ‘hierarchic’ with regards to its formal systems and tends to focus on ‘propositional rather than procedural knowledge’ types which ‘relies on established content that is generalisable beyond a specific context’ (2022, p.9). Despite formal learning being arguably portrayed as restrictive or prescribed in nature, it does offer some advantages to the participant and the workplace.
Rogers (2014) puts forward the argument that formal learning allows the learner to learn first and then to use that learning in a more generalised way. It serves to provide general principles that can then be utilised in other contexts thereby providing new knowledge. Above all, he claims that it validates the learning done, to build on it, which then leads to new knowledge (2014, p.63). Interestingly, Rogers (2014, p.65) further suggests that participants in formal learning are ’not new learners’, as ‘they have done and are still doing much everyday learning’, and ‘have already engaged in a continuous process of learning’. 
For the participant, formal learning provides an organised environment for learning with a scheduled framework for continual and methodical self-progress which is focused (Daniel, 2021). A structured approach ensures that all participants receive the same training and understanding – thereby providing a clear baseline of knowledge and has a designated duration (Cloke, 2021). Formal learning is typically certified or accredited, providing qualifications that evidence’s learning (Cloke, 2021) and enhances personal profiles (Benns, 2024). It is always quantifiable (Cloke, 2021) and can have a positive impact on participants by satisfying psychological and identity needs (Ozyildirim et al, 2025).
Formal learning does not come without its limitations and arguably has a bad reputation as it is seen as less engaging giving little choice to participants over what and how they learn (Cloke, 2021). It is considered a high-cost, time consuming learning method for individuals and employers (Daniel, 2021; Cloke, 2021), and it requires investment in its organisation and delivery.
Within my professional practice area, formal learning has had an integral role to play. Firstly, recognised qualifications (PGCE HE) and accreditation (FHEA) assisted me in securing previous and current teaching roles (see Job Description, page**). It has provided the theoretical foundations necessary for my practice (Benns, 2024); it has allowed for a greater understanding of pedagogical principles, standards and assessment strategies, and allowed me to learn new methods of teaching as well as formulating new teaching strategies as my student cohorts have become more diverse (Jones, 2014). Furthermore, my portfolio of recognised qualifications has built a professional profile of competency and credibility for future employers (see C.V. page****). From an employment perspective, it exhibits the commitment and investment made by my employers in achieving my career goals and development (Bednall, 2017). As Bednall (2017, p.2) asserts; ‘learning enables [us] to expand knowledge and skills and become adaptable in the face of changing work environment and enhance [our] long term employability.’
Its challenges have however manifested in both a personal and professional context. On a personal level the challenges have been visible in relation to the investment of my personal time and money (e.g., financing PGCE, PTTLS and having to attend evening classes), and on occasion in its accessibility and availability (e.g. courses only being available during working hours or the location of the provision). Whereas in the professional context, opportunities of transferring learning back into professional practice have not always been available as the content has not been in relation to my specialisms (Weber,2014), deemed irrelevant to my particular needs, or there has been a lack of opportunity to explore my own professional interests to shape growth.
Starke (2023) however suggests that a large part of our learning takes place ‘spontaneously’ and in an unstructured way when we are seeking knowledge at a time when we actually need it. Rogers (2014) supports this notion adding that this learning is normally unplanned, informal, and influenced by many areas of our personal and professional lives. It could be argued that we therefore participate in informal learning, consciously and unconsciously to meet our particular needs.
Informal Learning
Rogers (2014, p17) highlights the importance of informal learning for life and for formal learning. He states that informal learning ‘determines the values, assumptions and expectations we bring to all forms of learning’ and that ‘it determines our aspirations and motivations for engaging’ with it. He adds that ’informal learning is recognised as being far more extensive than formal but is largely invisible’ (2014, p.22) and ‘ignored’ (2014, p29), yet it is recognised as the principal element of adult learning (2014, p.9).
Hoyle (2015) proposes that we have continually learnt informally, suggesting that the learning has come from our own experiences, by imitating others, through analysing what has or hasn’t worked and ‘by creating habits out of the behaviours that were most frequently successful’ (p.12). He adds that there is a belief that informal learning is ‘better and more natural’ however suggests that others often describe it as ‘being unfit for purpose in modern workplaces’ (2015, p.26).
The Council of Europe (2025) and others promote a number of benefits to informal learning including those illustrated below:

                                                                                         (Source: Council of Europe, 2025)
 The British Council (2023) asserts that the challenge with informal learning ‘is precisely that – it is informal’. It adds that as its driven by the individual it is difficult to track and measure its effectiveness; there can be a lack of uniformity of experiences, it can go unrecognised and unrecorded therefore discouraging and divorcing learners from such opportunity.
Ozyildirim et al (2025, p.136-137) suggest that there are three informal learning types:
· Learning from others
· Learning from non-interpersonal sources
· Learning from oneself,
and adds that the environment in which the learning occurs develops two concepts: learning in the workplace and learning outside of the workplace. Hoyle (2015) highlights that ‘learning at work is different’ (p.15), with Spiro (2025) advocating that theories exist that support informal learning such as workplace learning, self-directed learning, social learning and the 70:20:10 model. Informal learning within my own practice has manifested itself in a diverse range of ways as illustrated below:
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                                                                              (Word cloud: Informal Learning Activities)
Rogers (2014, p.179) however claims that ‘learning through work is the epitome of informal learning’, with Bednall (2017) suggesting that such learning can help employees to reflect on experiences and thereafter ‘adapt their approach to work and enhance performance’ (p.2).The consensus therefore is that informal learning allows us to attain knowledge and skills through our professional experiences and our reflective practice (Ozyildirim et al, 2025, p.136-137).Reflective practice, according to Webber (2014, p.10) is a ‘vital component to adult learning’ as it persuades the learner to adapt their learning so as to make it relevant to their personal and professional situation, thereby enabling change. 
Reflective practice has been at the centre of my informal learning since I began my teaching career and has directed most of the informal learning pathways that I have then followed. When first introduced to the concept during my formal teacher training, I was curious of it as I could align its principles to similar de-briefing processes observed in my previous career. This supports Rogers (2014, p.42) view that ‘the most important single factor influencing learning is the learner’s prior knowledge’ and that ‘no-one comes to any study without pre-existing knowledge of the subject being studied’ (2014, p46). However, the lack of instruction early on as to how to undertake reflection, together with the negative attitude of my immediate peers towards it would result in avoidance or tokenism. Conversely, as I gained teaching experience, and faced challenges to my practice (e.g., non-engagement, diverse needs etc.), I began to independently seek information, knowledge, and resources to assist me in developing ways to identify and understand the positive and negative aspects of my practice on my students, and myself – this therefore lead me back to reflective practice and learning about its methods and techniques with a different attitude – one of positivity cultivated from the need to develop professionally.
With an appetite to explore and understand this practice better I undertook extensive research around reflective practice and its different models – I explored Borton (1970), Gibbs (1988), Johns (2009), and Smyth (1989) amongst others - and began to experiment with each model in turn, introducing them into my practice by allocating time at the end of each taught lesson to highlight the good aspects of the lesson and the aspects that I needed to develop; having a balance of these aspects helped me to engage better. With some learned confidence I began to identify the appropriate model to fit the circumstances subject of the reflection and learnt that when it didn’t work, I just needed to move on and try an alternative (Cambridge University, n.d.)  By way of examples, when faced with challenging behaviour I would use Kolb’s model (1984) (illustrated below) as it provided opportunity to understand student’s motivations and behaviour, and I would then devise strategies as to how to address in future lessons:


                                                                   (Source: Adapted from Kolb, 1984))
When I had limited time and there were no significant issues, but I just wanted to enhance my teaching practice I would use Jasper’s simple model of ‘Experience, Reflection and Action’ (ERA Model) (2013):

                                                                                  (Source: adapted from Jasper, 2014)
I would start by considering my practice in general, highlight good areas but also areas where I felt I could do better or provide further development for myself. For example, at one stage I found that formative assessments in class lacked engagement as students were embarrassed when they got answers incorrect - I considered how I could change the approach and having researched some resources online introduced interactive quizzes where the students could engage but remained anonymous to their peers – this increased participation with a fun element, but also advanced my technology skills.
Owen and Fletcher (n.d.) suggest that an important aspect of reflective practice, as opposed to reflection, is the ability to ‘capture and express it in some form (e.g., written, verbally or illustratively). In doing so they assert that ‘we shape and model the content in different ways depending on a range of factors…including how we are feeling at the time.’  I created a reflective journal in which I recorded my thoughts together with an action plan of how I could develop. At first, I struggled to narrate the reflection, however I began to accept that it didn’t have to be to academic standards, it just needed to be relevant and honest. Scales (2013, p.27) suggests that the origin of all reflection is ‘a willingness to undertake the process and to value it as a means of improvement and development. It makes us take responsibility for our teaching and learning.’ Succeeding in my role and being proficient was important to me personally and professionally, therefore any learning as a result of reflection was celebrated especially when I could see the learning transported into my practice (such as the quiz example above) or when it enhanced my self-confidence in my practice. I therefore invested time and energy to develop myself as a competent teacher. Scales (2013, p.20) emphasises that reflective practice is an opportunity to monitor our development from ‘a raw beginner to experienced professional.’ Through embracing reflective practice, I could see it in practice and continue to do so today. I have learnt that embedding a style of reflection that is implemented regularly and is meaningful will assist and direct my practice now, and in the future. Scales supports this by stating that reflection ‘is the key to improvement. If we don’t think about, analyse and evaluate our professional practice we cannot improve’ (2013, p.20).
Reflection as a category of informal learning has therefore been integral to my development of new skills, new understanding, new confidence, and new knowledge. 
Knowledge
The words ‘learning’ and ‘knowledge’ are terms that are arguably used interchangeably but do however possess subtle differences. Earlier in this review I incorporated the word ‘knowledge’ into defining the different types of learning I undertook and in the context of my informal learning experiences. Knowledge, however, is concerned with the ‘skill in, [the] understanding of, or [the] information about something, which a person gets by experience or study’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025a). It could therefore be debated that ‘learning’ is the process of acquiring knowledge, skills and values, whereas ‘knowledge’ is the result or output of that process which can then be employed.
The Teachers Institute (2023) claim that ‘knowledge is a dynamic multifaceted concept that takes many forms,’ and that cognisance of its different forms can facilitate an awareness of how knowledge can be acquired, shared and applied. Researching ‘knowledge types’ reveals that they number anywhere from 6 (Teachers.Institute, 2023; Spilker,2024) to 10 (Avelino, 2022) or more as presented below:

                                                       (Source: Adapted from, Teachers Institute, 2023, Spilker, 2024, Avelino, 2022)
Despite conflicting numbers of existence, common to all sources are three main types:  Explicit, Implicit and Tacit.
Knowledge Types
Explicit knowledge is defined as being easy to describe, share and document – it is commonly found in books or on-line and easy to communicate to others (Teachers Institute, 2023). Sherman (n.d.) however argues that explicit knowledge requires frequent preservation and updating to ensure its value and relevance. Knowledge that is shared without being overtly stated, is referred to as Implicit knowledge (Spilker, 2024) and is obtained through the application of explicit knowledge (Anderson, 2025) - it is found in informal communication, casual chats or social interactions. It is however considered a challenging type of knowledge to capture and share (Anderson, 2025). Finally, Tacit knowledge is the knowledge we posses from our own personal experiences and perspective (Anderson, 2025), our skills and instruction, and develops through our practice (teachers Institute, 2023). Sherman (n.d.) however notes that it is elusive in nature and its qualities can’t be confidently replicated or duplicated.
When reflecting on my professional practice, all three typologies have been and continue to influence my professional knowledge. My explicit knowledge derives from the formal and informal learning activities I proactively undertake through CPD activities, webinars, and research. I rely on this knowledge to maintain my professional profile and competence and maintain the standards laid down by my employers, it is therefore generally aligned to the University’s strategic priorities (see Personal Development Plan, p.**), and therefore provided primarily through my employer. Leaman (2016) claims that ‘knowledge drives the right actions and ultimately helps organisations achieve their objectives’.
My ‘implicit knowledge’ is demonstrated through ad-hoc discussions with colleagues, exploring and contemplating different perspectives on practical teaching issues or when I’m brave to just ‘give it a go’. 
The ‘tacit knowledge’ within my professional practice is drawn from lessons learnt and on occasion my previous vocation. As alluded to above, some of my skills are rooted in my previous career in law enforcement and can be adapted and adopted in my current practice e.g., Communication skills – being able to adapt my language, tone, pace etc to my audience, whether learner or professionals; Conflict management skills – when faced with challenging behaviour being able to avert escalation and understand it’s origins ; and having Emotional intelligence – having the capacity to understand and manage other people’s emotions, needs and motivations which are normally heightened around the allocation and submission deadlines for assignments.
Having explored the concepts of knowledge, Sherman (n.d.) proposes that the main difference between the three types referred to above is ‘their accessibility and transferability’, with Spilker (2024) introducing the debate of ‘what qualifies as true knowledge’ highlighting the complex nature of knowledge itself. McDonald (2016) clearly states his view, claiming that ‘the difference between knowledge and learning is ACTION; when knowledge is put into action, that’s what puts you on the path to success’.
My own journey to seek out and implement new knowledge and learning around my professional practice has led to this current programme of formal learning – Doctor of Professional Practice (D/Prof). It meets my personal aspirations of obtaining a Doctorate, but also meets the strategic priorities of my organisation i.e., ‘Priority 2 - Excellence in teaching, scholarship and applied research’ (UWTSD, 2025). Bednall (2017) tentatively supports this by claiming that for organisations, ‘learning enhances the quality and consistency of individuals, teams and organisational performance’ (p.2), adding (by citing Bednall, Sanders and Runhaar, 2014) that empirical research shows that ‘teacher’s engagement in informal learning is positively related to the number of successfully graduating students.’  Ozyildirim et al (2025), strengthens this by referring to other studies that revealed the ‘quality of student educational outcomes can be attributed to the characteristics of professional learning activities. This therefore strongly reinforces my motivation to continue to improve my knowledge and learning.
Reflecting on the acquisition and employment of ‘knowledge’, I am able to align the different types (see illustration p.**) to my current programme of formal learning within the D/Prof.

 (Knowledge types aligned to D/Prof learning)
As alluded to earlier, Rogers (2014, p.66-68) asserts that when we approach new knowledge and learning, we introduce our ‘Values, Expectations and Horizon’s.  ‘Values’ are concerned with our confidence in; perceptions of and biases of the subject/topic and ‘forms our sense of ambitions, aspirations and intentions we may or may not have’. ‘Expectations’ are founded on previous experiences and our established perceptions when we ‘strive for self-knowledge’. Finally, Horizons; this relates to self-image of what we can achieve or what we are capable of achieving, where our confidence is influenced by the learning positively or negatively. Each of which I can align to myself when I first considered undertaking the programme; when commencing on the programme and will no doubt revisit as I progress and face the new learning and knowledge opportunities it will present going forward.
Conclusion

Undertaking this review of learning, the foundations of which lie within my C.V., my current job description and my CPD (to be found at section – 2,3,5 of this document) has resulted in some positive outcomes. Firstly, it has highlighted that the informal learning I’ve amassed is more extensive than the formal learning undertaken but is almost invisible within my CV., providing support for Rogers (2014) claim.
Secondly it has highlighted how my learning has covertly and overtly been aligned to the organisations strategic objectives but has also allowed me to ensure that it also associates with my goals and ambitions with regards to future learning and progressing. Thirdly, by examining the concepts of learning and knowledge, I’ve been able to evidence my growth and progress as a teacher from early days to the present time, providing a positive attitude and a firm foundation for future growth.
Leaman (2016) effectively sums up my view on ‘learning and knowledge’ by asserting that ‘learning needs to be the catalyst for knowledge’ and goes on to offer an interesting view that ‘most learning decays overtime and ends up being wasted because its not designed to effectively create long term knowledge’.  There is therefore, in my opinion, a persuasive argument for continuous professional development (CPD), to be utilised to address this, with Hoyle (2015, p.31) advocating that CPD, ‘should be an essential component of professional and personal life and never an optional extra’. 
Referring to CPD at this juncture offers the opportunity to revisit this review’s introduction – and to consider Waitley’s statement (n.d.). In response I would concur - engaging in formal and informal learning and enhancing my knowledge base is, and has been, firmly rooted in the belief that I am worth the effort, time and energy that I have invested and continue to invest in order to develop myself and my professional practice. 



















Flexible - allowing learning to take place in a way and at a pace that suits the learner


Relevance - can be highly relevant to real world situations and challenges


Enagement - it's spontaneous and self- directed nature can lead to enhanced enegagement and motivation


Cost effective - it can be a cost effective way of developing skills and knowledge


'Just in time' - can provide skills and knowledge when actually needed



Concrete experience
 (doing/having experience)


Reflective Observation
 (reviewing/reflecting on experience)


Abstratct Conceptualisation (concluding/learning from experience)


Active experimentation (planning/trying out what learnt)


Experience


Reflection


Action



Explicit Knowledge


Implicit Knowledge


Tacit Knowledge


Received Knowledge


Subjective Knowledge


Procedural Knowledge


Declarative knowledge


Empirical Knowledge


Dispersed Knowledge


Domain/Expert Knowledge


Institutional Knowledge


Priori Knowledge


Posterior Knowledge



Explicit Knowledge


Obtained through formal lectures, methodologies, theories, learning styles, reading books/journals


Tacit Knowledge


Obtained through hands-on experience of research topics/subjects in library/on-line and then critically engaging with the information found


Subjective knowledge


will allow for the development of personal perspectives and deeper engagement in the topic/subject area








Procedural knowledge


will be developed through practical skills of using internet, library facilities


 structuring assisgnment


undertaking referencing 


academic standards



Formal Learning


Formal learning occurs as a result of experiences in an education or training institution, with structured learning objectives, learning time and support which leads to certification. Formal learning is intentional from the learner’s perspective.


Non-Formal Learning


Non-formal learning is not provided by an education or training institution and typically does not lead to certification. It is however, structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time, or learning support). Non-formal learning is intentional from the learner’s perspective.


Informal Learning


Informal learning results from daily life activities related to work, family, or leisure. It is not structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning support) and typically does not lead to certification, Informal learning may be intentional but, in most cases, it is non-intentional.
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