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OVERVIEW



Cultural Learning Theory

Cultural learning theory emphasises the cultural connections that influence us and indeed forge our identity.

Cultural learning theory is integrative and represents a fusion of contrasting traditions in career studies and 
educational theory. These traditions help us understand the five facets of career development: the who, what, 
how, where, and why of career.

1. Who?

2. What?

3. How?

4. Where?

5. Why?

Cultural learning theory states that important learning happens in both formal and informal ways.
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Cultural Learning Theory

The five facets of career development relate to: learning relationships, learning contents, learning processes, 
learning contexts, and personal myth.

1/ Who - Relationships and Roles

2/ What - Contents and Topics

3/ How - Processes and Actions

4/ Where - Places and Spaces

5/ Why - Personal Myth and Meaning

The next slide provides some examples and starts to introduce the learning alliance.



Notice how the learning alliance connects with the five facets of career.

Also, the importance of being clear about roles, topics, actions, spaces, and purpose is emphasised.

Five Facets of Career Development

1
Relationships & Roles

2
Contents & Topics

3
Processes & Actions

4
Contexts & Spaces 

5
Personal Myth & Meaning

Who we learn with? What we learn? How we learn? Where we learn? Why we learn?

Learning about our 
significant relationships 
and roles

Learning about 
career-related topics

The processes and 
actions of learning

The contexts and 
spaces we learn within

Learning about personal 
myth and the meaning of our 
lives

The Learning Alliance

e.g. Agreeing about 
learning roles

e.g. Agreeing about 
topics to explore

e.g. Identifying a range 
of career influences

e.g. Agreeing the space 
to work in (on/offline)

e.g. Exploring purpose





Introducing the Learning Alliance

The working alliance originates in psychotherapy and counselling (Bordin, 1979). The working alliance 
traditionally consists of three elements (goals, tasks, and bonds). The progress of the alliance goes through a 
series of phases. ‘Contracting’ is a similar term often used in counselling and career guidance.

Daniel Rogers (2009) applies the working alliance to teaching and learning. He states that 'the working alliance 
concept can be applied to any change process that involves interaction and collaboration, including those within 
educational contexts' (p.3). He also argues that the educator has specific responsibilities in relation to the 
alliance (p.4). Rogers (2012) renames the working alliance as the learning alliance.

Building on these ideas, Phil McCash (2020) and colleagues have developed the theory and practice of the 
learning alliance in careers work. This makes the role of learning in career development more explicit.



What do you think?

The learning alliance is, simply put, an agreement about how the practitioner and clients will work together to 
enhance career-related learning. It can refer to working with individuals in 121, working with groups, or a 
designed sequence of group sessions (online and/or face-to-face).

What do you think should be included in the learning alliance?

Put another way, what do you think practitioners and clients need to initially discuss in order for their work to be 
successful?

Please take a few moments to collect your thoughts.



The learning alliance renovates the traditional working alliance model of goals, tasks, and bonds (Bordin, 1979). It 
is an agreement about learning (Patton & McMahon, 1998; Rogers, 2012) that governs the practitioner-client 
relationship.

It extends beyond the practitioner-client relationship to links with the wider culture. 

It is an intercultural dialogue between strangers (Ribeiro & Fonçatti, 2018) through which a practical politics for 
solving problems can emerge and be sustained (Mignot, 2001). 

It is achieved by designing a learning agreement linked to the five facets of career development:

1. Relationships & Roles: the who of learning

2. Contents & Topics: the what of learning

3. Processes & Actions: the how of learning

4. Contexts & Spaces: the where of learning

5. Personal Myth & Meanings: the why of learning

It also informs reflexivity, three active phases (initial, middle, end), and assessment (McCash, 2020).

Defining the Learning Alliance



The Learning Alliance

Facet Questions/Tasks

1. Who? Ask about clients’ prior experiences of career work
State how you see your role as a facilitator of learning and initial structure
Discuss the role of expertise
Agree how to proceed

2. What? Ask clients to share topics to discuss
Keep asking until no more topics i.e. empty the tank
Add topics you want to discuss e.g. background to those topics, exploration of them
Agree topics to focus on

3. How? Agree initial learning objectives linked to the topics (for during and after the session)
Agree type and nature of learning activities

4. Where? Agree use of the space e.g. time, balance of speaking/listening

5. Why? Make space to discuss meaning and purpose
Agree the meaning of the interaction e.g. where it fits in clients’ story



Active Phases of the Learning Alliance

There are three active phases of the learning alliance.

1. Initial

Agreement on mutual roles, central place of learning, the initial structure, topics, use of the space, time.

2. Middle

Exploration of agreed topics.

3. End

Bringing to a mutually agreeable close, summarising progress, agreeing action, thanks.



Reflexivity

The practitioner develops their knowledge through extensive reading and critical reflection.

Consults with clients, and potential clients, and obtains a range of views on the topics of most value.

Recognises own cultural learning, for example, attitudes to career success, work ethics, and career management 
behaviours. Expectations surrounding gender, socio-economic background, geography, nationality, religion, 
ethnicity, disability, and sexual orientation, are also relevant.

Reflexivity helps to acknowledge that career development practitioner training is a cultural process itself, and 
being appropriately clear about this training with clients aids transparency and cultural sharing.



A further aspect relates to what might be termed the inner work e.g. distinguish between their own needs, and 
those of the client, whilst acknowledging that helping others may, nonetheless, inform their own development.

Consider situatedness and position in relation to the work such as organizational

and societal influences and pressures.

Once these reflexive steps are complete, the practitioner is ready to co-select

topics and co-design interactions in partnership with clients.



Assessment

The success of the learning alliance is informed by the assessment of learning.

Learning outcomes are based on learning processes and actions (i.e. learning verbs).

They provide measurable indicators of the practitioner’s work that are useful for clients, stakeholders, and 
practitioners alike.

Learning outcome evidence can reassure the practitioner that learning has been achieved and indicate when this 
has not happened, or at least not sufficiently. The process of reflexivity discussed earlier helps to reflect on the 
reasons why and changes in practice as a result.

Learning outcomes provide a mid-range indicator informed directly by clients’ distinctive and often very personal 
engagement with the service.

At the same time, they supply stakeholders (such as policy makers, contract holders, managers, and/or potential 
clients) with a behavioural indicator that may be subject to more formal methods of assessment, including 
numerical measures, as the context allows.



Assessment: Examples of Learning Outcomes

The learning alliance should lead to the achievement of a range of learning outcomes focused on learning verbs 
such as: name, identify, describe, discuss, name, list, compare, evaluate, analyse, reframe, create, design etc.

Example learning outcomes

By the end of the session, clients can:

(1) Identify sources of occupational information.

(2) Critically evaluate those sources of occupational information.

(3) Reframe the use of the sources.

(4) Design responses in terms of finding out more about selected sources.





1. Opening the Learning Space

Practitioner: Welcome. I’d like to spend some time today, at the start of our 

conversation, discussing the process of career development work and sharing our 

respective agendas.

This is intended as safe and supportive space, so I’ll certainly aim to respect your privacy 

in relation to anything you share with me. Fairly shortly, I’d like to focus on what’s 

important to you and the kinds of topics that you want to talk about today. I guess I’d be 

also interested in talking about next steps towards the end of our time today. 

Fundamentally, I’m interested in forging an agreement with you about how we’re going 

to proceed for the next 45 minutes or so.

How does that sound?



2. Agreeing Topics for Learning

Practitioner: I’d like to learn about the kind of topics that you want to discuss today and how 

you became interested in them. As you know, career is a big subject and it might be helpful to 

give you some idea of the scope and limits of my service.

We can talk about any career development topic of interest to you. The culture you grew up in 

and your career influences. The different roles in your life and how they interrelate. Not 

knowing what you want to do next, or equally, being very sure about that. The tactics of 

applications. Big picture issues of meaning and purpose. Exploring ideas or narrowing down. 

Dealing with difficult people through to career change issues. Your hopes and fears. Learning 

from others and career resources. And many other issues too.

In terms of limits, our discussion today is not the best method of directly obtaining specialist, 

checked & up-to-date information. But we can certainly discuss your information needs, and 

help you learn how to identify and interpret information, as that is often important aspect of 

career development. I can also signpost to other related services.

So, please, in your own time, can you tell me more about what would you like to talk about 

today?



3. Agreeing Learning Roles

Practitioner: In terms of decision-making, I’m not here to tell you what to do today. To 

be clear with you, I really don’t seek to do that. Nor am I invested in promoting any 

particular occupational or educational option to you today as my service is 

independent and focused on your needs. The service I provide is focused on aiding your 

learning and decision-making.

In order to help you better, I am particularly interested in learning more about you. My 

expertise lies in helping you teach me about you. I’m also trained in facilitating your 

career learning through being supportive, asking useful questions, active listening, and 

making clarifying statements. So, I guess that’s how I see my role, basically as a 

facilitator of your learning.

How does that feel to you?



4. Holding the Learning Space

Client: I’m thinking about a number of job options but I’m not really sure about which 

option to pursue and everyone I know seems so certain.

Practitioner: Ok, we can certainly talk about being unsure about options. Learning about 

this topic can provide a focus for our discussion. How does that sound?

C: I guess that’s ok but I’d much rather you just tell me what I should do.

P: I think I can understand that. It sounds to me like you’re feeling a need for career 

direction and some pressure about that?

C: Yeah.

P: Well, we can definitely talk about that today. Not knowing what to do, and the feelings 

arising from peer influences, are very common topics in career development. As I said 

earlier, I don’t see my role as telling you what to do, but I can, for sure, help you with 

learning about career options and decision-making. How does that feel to you?

C: Sounds good.



1. Progressing Learning Using Bridging

Practitioner: So, you’ve found an online jobs board that contains some examples of 

vacancies in hotel management?

Client: Yeah.

P: How did you find using it?

C:  Well, it’s a good source for up to date job adverts. I could do with more general 

information on the hotel management role plus maybe a case study to get a feel for 

it. I find the web so overwhelming…Kind of information overload. So many ads.

P: So you want something specific like an occupational profile or something?

C: Yeah…[thoughtful pause]…I could probably find that online I guess. 

R: We could agree a plan towards the end of our discussion to locate an up-to-date 

profile for hotel manager?

C: Great. Let’s do that.



2. Progressing Learning by Reviewing an Existing Source

Practitioner: Would there be any value in, you know, talking to someone who is in one of the 

paralegal career areas you’ve mentioned?

Client: Well…I’ve got a friend at the gym who’s a barrister but he’s a really busy and important 

guy.

P: Do you think he’d know anybody that you could speak to?

C: He probably does, but he’s very high up and super busy, I guess you can appreciate?

P: Yes. Do you think he’d be too busy to maybe point you in the direction of someone to speak 

to?

C: I’d have to ask him. He probably wouldn’t be too busy to ask the question...I’ll do that.

P: Yeah. I mean I guess he could say no if he really was pushed for time...?

C: ...Yes, he can always say no. I will...I will ask and see if he can suggest anybody to speak to.



3. Progressing Learning through Life Stories

Practitioner: From what you’re saying, it seems like you’re interested in combining creative and 

political interests such as campaigning for disability rights but you’re worried about a lack of role 

models in your community.

Client: Yeah. I don’t know anyone like that. 

P: Yeah, I can see that’s difficult…What about using the web to search for campaigning organisations 

and role models?

C: Like a social media network.

P: Sounds good.

P: What about someone who did this but who you’ve never met?

C: Never met…Hmmm…Like an artist or something…Maybe Frida Kahlo?

R:  Frida Kahlo?

C: Yeah…I think she had a disability or something…maybe more than one…She painted about this and 

also campaigned for Mexican culture. Other than that, I don’t know much about her.

R: Sounds like an interesting case. How could you find out a bit more?

C: I’ve got a dictionary of artists back home. I could look up her bio in that.



4. Progressing Learning through Networking

Practitioner: Your experience of workplace bullying certainly sounds very difficult and challenging.

Client: Yeah. It’s never happened to me before…I always try to have good working relationships…I’m 

really not sure how to handle this. 

P: How do other colleagues find this person? 

C: I’m not sure. I don’t really know. I mean I’ve not really spoken with them about it...Uhmm…I 

might…be able to talk to one or two people.

R: You think so?...

C: Yeah. If more than one of us is having this experience. We could maybe help each other…

R: Yes. You could share your experiences and learn from each other. And what about support outside 

your department?

C: There’s a human resources office but I don’t like the official grievance procedure. I worry it might 

isolate and expose me, you know…[thoughtful pause]… I know there’s a senior manager who has 

talked about dignity and kindness at work. Maybe, together with someone else from my office, I could 

contact her…



5. Career Management Styles Card Sort

This technique focuses on the contrasting career management styles frequently 

encountered in wider life and discussed in the popular and academic literature. 

The practitioner introduces the topic and invites clients to watch two short video 

case studies, illustrating contrasting approaches to career management, and 

make notes on each case using an activity sheet. Clients are given a pack of cards 

featuring different approaches to career management linked to relevant theory 

(for example, individualist, collectivist, structured, open ended, intrinsic, extrinsic, 

adaptative, transformative, playing the game, changing the game, competitive, or 

cooperative) and asked to evaluate each style.

The practitioner extends the learning by asking clients to think about the 

consequences of using each behaviour in interpersonal, organisational, and 

societal terms. Finally, clients are invited to plan ways of find out more and share 

the results of their research at the next meeting.



6. Cultural Influences Collage

This technique enables clients to identify, share, and evaluate their respective 

cultural influences. It is designed to avoid taking a decontextualized, culture-free 

approach to self awareness.

The practitioner introduces the background to the activity and the key concepts of 

cultural influence (Arulmani, 2014; Ribeiro & Fonçatti, 2018). Clients are asked 

singly or in pairs to consider those influences in relation to their own lives and 

construct a collage using a blend of self-created and found images.

The practitioner invites clients to consider how to change any influences, expand 

their influences, and consider the positive or negative effects for self and others. 

Finally, clients are asked to share their collages and ideas with one other person, 

and reflect on this process.



7. Golden Threads Activity

Practitioner: Who holds you? What holds you?

Practitioner: In our own time, please respond to these seven questions sharing only 

material you feel comfortable with.

(1) Significant Interaction with Someone I Know/Have Known;

(2) Transformative Experience;

(3) Special Object;

(4) Meaningful Dream or Reverie;

(5) Significant Novel/Play/Poem/Movie/Website;

(6) Something from Outside the Culture I Grew Up In;

(7) Something From Outside My Time.



Assessing Learning

1/ Identify and discuss resources for career-related learning such as vacancy 

sources, occupational profiles, friends, colleagues, social media, life stories, career 

management styles, influences, and artefacts.

2/ Critically evaluate selected examples of such resources.

3/ Reframe the use of these resources.

4/ Design responses in terms of engaging with further learning.



Moving to Practice…

Let’s try to put it into practice

1/ Think about how you currently explain your role as a career development practitioner

2/ Think about how you could add to this by discussing the role of learning

3/ Practice by saying it out loud



The Learning Alliance

Facet Questions/Tasks

1. Who? Ask about clients’ prior experiences of career work
State how you see your role as a facilitator of learning and initial structure
Discuss the role of expertise
Agree how to proceed

2. What? Ask clients to share topics to discuss
Keep asking until no more topics i.e. empty the tank
Add topics you want to discuss e.g. background to those topics, exploration of them
Agree topics to focus on

3. How? Agree initial learning objectives linked to the topics (for during and after the session)
Agree type and nature of learning activities

4. Where? Agree use of the space e.g. time, balance of speaking/listening

5. Why? Make space to discuss meaning and purpose
Agree the meaning of the interaction e.g. where it fits in clients’ story



…don’t be satisfied with stories, how things have gone with others. 
Unfold your own myth…(Rumi, 2004, pp. 40-41).

Enhanced connections and the learning alliance

Clients can count on you for an invitation to participate

Final Thoughts…



Thank you very much for your attention and participation

If you would like to discuss any aspect of this talk, please email me at 
p.t.mccash@warwick.ac.uk

Appreciation and Contact Details
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