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WITH LIFELONG LEARNING TO PERSONAL AND 
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Abstract 

The paper explores the concepts of lifelong, life-wide and life-deep learning in 

connection to personal and professional excellence. Firstly, the well-known con-

cept of lifelong learning is expanded into a whole palette of different kinds of 

learning ranging from learning in general to life-deep learning. Some challenging 

ideas about the inevitable presence of learning as a lifelong process are present-

ed and the concerns about whether naming and conceptualization of the learning 

process are always beneficial for learners themselves are discussed. Secondly, 

the concepts of personal and professional excellence are reviewed. Different un-

derstandings of excellence are contemplated and different approaches to excel-

lence explored.  Lastly, the paper offers an overview of (self-) coaching and (self-) 

modeling as a framework for learning of the future and even more importantly for 

a way of being in the future. 
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Introduction1. 

“That is what learning is. You suddenly understand something you’ve 

understood all your life, but in a new way.” (Lessing, 1969/2010)

Despite the fact that the concept of learning has been explored, discussed and 

analysed over centuries in different ways and forms, it still remains a fascinat-

ing phenomenon that is reflected upon by researchers and scholars around the 

world. Classic definitions of learning refer to it as a process of acquiring new 

or modifying existing knowledge, behaviors, skills and values and it may also 

involve synthesizing different types of information. The learning process may oc-

cur consciously or without conscious awareness. A challenging and provocative 

question to explore further would be whether the different analyses of and reflec-

tions on learning might not result in incapacity rather than improvement since 

both analysis and reflection are fairly conscious processes? Hammersley (1992) 

questions whether reflection in general is beneficial pointing out that even if more 

reflection “is always desirable in principle, it is not always desirable in practice. 

This is because it always takes place at the expense of engagement in some 

other activity” (p.154). Does that mean that we are missing learning itself while 

discussing and reflecting upon it? This paper will emphasize that sometimes the 

process of analysis and reflection on learning can be getting in the way of learn-

ing itself. At the same time, learning might be happening independently of wheth-

er learners desire it or not and the additional question is raised how to balance 

conceptualization of learning and the experience of learning itself.  The following 

sections present a journey through different forms of learning and excellence in 

order to open up more questions about learning and hopefully initiate learning 

itself rather than attempt to offer any answers. The aim of the paper is to ‘make 

a difference’, i.e. to initiate, as Doris Lessing said, understanding of ‘something 

you’ve understood all your life, but in a new way.” (Lessing, 1969/2010).
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Learning – lifelong, life-wide and life-deep2.

In order to start exploring lifelong learning and other forms like life-wide and life-

deep learning, it may be worth revisiting some definitions of learning in general. 

Delors (1996) mentioned, in his report to Unesco of the International Comission 

on Education for the Twenty-first Century, four pillars of education i.e. learning to 

know, learning to do, learning to live together and learning to be.

Four pillars of education

  Learning to know        Learning to do      Learning to live together      Learning to be

Figure 1: Four pillars of education (Delors, 1996).

An intriguing way of interpreting the four pillars could be achieved by ‘reading’ 

them from left to right or vice versa. The left to right ‘reading pathway’ first focuses 

on ‘learning to know’ which implies both cognitive learning and learning how to 

learn. Both kinds of learning strongly rely on our intellectual capacities and our 

ability to acquire knowledge in the form of information.  ‘Learning to do’ is mostly 

associated with acquiring (market transferable) skills that turn into assets in a 

work-related environment. As skills themselves might not be sufficient for an 

engaging life experience, ‘learning to live together’ is added in order to discover 

people and achieve co-existence without conflicts. ‘Learning to be’ seems to be 

both a prerequisite for and an outcome of all previously mentioned learnings, 

since it addresses “the complete fulfilment of man, in all the richness of his per-

sonality, the complexity of his forms of expression and his various commitments 
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- as individual, member of a family and of a community, citizen and producer, in-

ventor of techniques and creative dreamer” (Delors, 1972). The left to right ‘read-

ing pathway’ seems to lead from ‘conscious learning to unconscious learning’ 

since learning to know requires intellectual/cognitive capabilities whereas learn-

ing to be happens mostly without our conscious awareness. As mentioned in the 

introduction of the paper the learning process may occur equally consciously or 

without conscious awareness.

Thus, the right to left ‘reading pathway’ of the four pillars of education follows the 

opposite route, i.e. ‘unconscious learning to conscious learning’ direction. One 

may ask whether there is any temporal element included in the two different 

‘reading pathways’ i.e. do any of the above mentioned learning pillars precede 

the other or do they happen simultaneously? On the other hand, one may also 

ask a spatial question, i.e. whether the different learnings occur in certain spaces 

or they can occur anywhere? And last but not least, a question about the depth 

element introduces yet another dimension i.e. how deep into learners’ personality 

do the above mentioned learnings spread?

The questions about temporal, special and depth elements of learning introduce 

three dimensions of learning. The concept of lifelong learning addresses the 

temporal element and is universally known as ‘from cradle-to-grave’ learning, 

thus indicating that it can be defined as “all learning activity taken throughout 

life” (European Comission, 2002, p.9) in formal, non-formal or informal settings. 

Lifelong learning implies that learning happens across time. Hence a definition 

that lifelong learning is “a series of learning experiences in successive time zones 

of life’ (Barnett, 2010).  

The spatial element of learning is addressed by life-wide learning, which uses 

a different narrative from lifelong learning and focuses rather on multiple and 

simultaneous learning that is also referred to as “liquid learning” (Barnet, ibid). 

Barnet describes life-wide learning as “learning in different places simultane-
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ously” (p.2). If lifelong learning is learning across time and hopefully throughout 

a lifetime, life-wide learning is learning across an individual’s lifeworld at any mo-

ment in time. The concept of life-wide learning reminds us that learning occurs 

in different learning spaces with or without the learners’ wishes. In other words, 

learning inevitably occurs in different spaces we are engaged with independently 

of our awareness of its occurrence. The question of what happens to the learning 

process that learners are not aware of will be explored later. 

The depth element of learning is addressed by the third concept of learning called 

life-deep learning, which brings in beliefs, values and orientations to life as well 

as a way of being (Banks et al., 2007). If lifelong learning implies a continuing 

process of learning throughout our lifespan, and life-wide learning accentuates 

multiple but simultaneous learning spaces, then life-deep learning is concerned 

with the essence of human development, i.e. personal growth and how deeply it 

is affected through learning. The concept of life-deep learning transcends mere 

acquisition of information, knowledge, skills, cognitive capacities and aims for the 

depth of one’s beliefs, values and identity. 

All three concepts of learning share different approaches to awareness of the 

learning process with lifelong learning being most conscious via life-wide learn-

ing’s slightly reduced awareness of all the simultaneous learning spaces and 

finally life-deep learning as the least conscious but inevitably ‘omnipresent’ pro-

cess.

The three learning concepts might be described and illustrated as a ‘three-dimen-

sional (3D) approach to learning’. The three-dimensional learning would involve 

lifelong, life-wide and life-deep learning happening partly consciously and partly 

without our conscious awareness. 



23. forum odličnosti in mojstrstva, Otočec 2011

40

Three-dimensional (3D) learning

Figure 2: The three-dimensional approach to learning (graph adapted from a 

presentation by Kjisik at the IATEFL conference, 2011).

As learning is one of the most primal processes and thus one of the building 

blocks of the development of human beings, its presence in life is inevitable. 

Then a three-dimensional learning that holistically addresses temporal, spatial 

and depth elements of learning could, surely, lead to personal and professional 

excellence of each and every individual. Does it? The provocative question from 

the introduction to the paper about whether we are missing learning itself while 

discussing and reflecting upon it reemerges. And another question: are concep-

tualization and the naming of different kinds of learning beneficial or rather over-

whelming for some learners? And if the concept of three-dimensional learning 

addresses human development holistically does it lead to personal and profes-

sional excellence?

Excellence – personal and professional3.

Just like with the concept of learning, excellence can be defined in different ways 

depending on the criteria for excellence. Maslow (1954/1978) was among the 
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first to connect learning and excellence through his four stages of learning. The 

first stage of learning is a combination of the absence of a certain competence 

and the lack of awareness of the current (incompetent) state, i.e. unconscious 

competence. That is the stage when the individual does not recognize that s/he 

cannot or does not know how to perform certain activity. The second stage of 

learning brings in the awareness of the deficit, but not yet the skill, thus conscious 

incompetence. The third stage of learning combines for the first time the pres-

ence of an acquired skill and full awareness (that requires full concentration, as 

well) of the current state, i.e. conscious competence. It is not until the fourth stage 

of learning that real excellence appears, i.e. the mastery of a skill combined with 

no need of awareness of its presence, i.e. unconscious competence. 

Here the issue of awareness and its influence on learning reappears. Maslow’s 

model suggests that conscious awareness fluctuates from an incompetence to 

competence phase in an interesting way; it is necessary to get full awareness of 

the lack of a certain skill in order to attempt to acquire it consciously, and finally 

reach the phase of excellence where the skill becomes ‘second nature’ and is 

incorporated deeply into our personality and pushed back out of our conscious 

awareness. 

An epistemological question appears here – are we excellent when we know that 

we know, or are we excellent when we do not know that we know, but we are do-

ing it anyway in an excellent way? And what if excellence is not only about doing, 

performing activities, skills, capabilities that can be easily measured, particularly 

in a business world? What if excellence goes beyond measurable elements and 

encompasses qualitative and in-depth elements that are easily experienced and 

felt, but difficult to measure? Are there similarities between personal and profes-

sional excellence?

The questions above bring us back to the challenging questions from the intro-

duction. It is worth exploring whether by situating learning as lifelong learning or 
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any other kind of learning we put an emphasis on structuring learning processes 

in such a way that they lead to measurable performances and thus to excellence. 

What is an excellent teacher, journalist, politician like? How do we know they are 

excellent? 

There are currently many research projects exploring professional excellence – 

one of them is the Good Work project (Good Work Project website). The Good 

Work Project is a large-scale research study co-directed by Mihaly Csikszentmi-

halyi of the Claremont Graduate University, William Damon of Stanford University 

and Howard Gardner of Harvard University. The ultimate goal of the project is 

to explore professional excellence. Gardner and his colleagues particularly em-

phasize ‘compromised work’ that happens across many professions and moves 

away from ethical and social responsible ways of carrying out one’s work. The 

project has included research of different professions from genetics and journal-

ism to education. The main findings confirmed that the twenty-first century ap-

proach to professional excellence is based on a combination of an ethical and 

socially responsible attitude towards one’s work rather than on a measurable 

excellent performance, i.e. the performance of the tasks.  The project continues 

to promote ways in which individuals at the cutting-edge of their professions can 

carry out work that is ethical and socially responsible. 

With the conception of professional excellence slowly moving from being perfor-

mance-based to being more holistic then it might be worth also opening up the 

topic of personal excellence which is often related to the concepts of personal 

fulfillment and happiness.

Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1997) researched extensively the topic of happiness 

and found (perhaps surprisingly) that people in general were happy, not when 

relaxing and doing nothing, but when they were in a ‘flow’, i.e. highly involved in 

something, e.g. their work or a hobby. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) talks about people 

having an ‘optimal experience’. Maslow (1968) explored a similar state (referring 
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to it as ‘peak experience’ or ‘finding the groove’) when feeling happy. Csikszent-

mihalyi defines ‘flow’ as a state of deep absorption in an activity that is intrinsically 

enjoyable, as when artists or athletes are fully focused on their performance. 

He illustrates the idea in a diagram as a matter of balancing skills and challenge, 

where flow is achieved when there is a high level of both skills and challenge and 

they are in balance.

Figure 3: Flow according to Csikszentmihalyi (1990).

Even though Csikszentmihalyi set out to explore general happiness and not pro-

fessional satisfaction or professional excellence, he ended up connecting the 

personal and professional parts of our lives by discovering that at work we can 

be as happy as when we are fully engaged in a hobby. What needs to be present 

for that to happen is engagement and self-initiated commitment. What hobbies 

have in common is human willingness to engage fully and with passion. Orlick 

[on line] presents what he calls  ‘Zone of Excellence’ that he has developed over 

the years of working mainly with excellent sportsmen. 
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Orlick noticed that seven components continued to surface as crucial for personal 

excellence. These basic components, Orlick believes, allow individuals to excel 

and become the best they can possibly be in the chosen pursuit. The first two ele-

ments  form the hub of the wheel of excellence as presented below in the Figure 

3. They are commitment and belief. Orlick describes them as crucial since com-

mitment and belief encompass the individuals’ overall perspective or orientation 

towards excellence. Commitment consists of passion, dedication, joy and love 

for what you are pursuing. Belief is, according to Orlick, connected to confidence 

in one’s own potential, in the meaningfulness of the pursuit one engages with, in 

others and in life. 

Figure 4: The wheel of excellence [Orlick, on line].

The other five elements form the spokes of the wheel of excellence and they all  

contribute to personal excellence: full focus, positive images, mental readiness, 

distraction control and constructive evaluation. Full focus refers to a state similar 

to  ‘flow’ as described above, i.e. a state of absolute absorbtion and engagement, 

Positive images refer to “dreaming big dreams” and pursuing them. Mental readi-

ness emphasizes the importance of relaxing oneself and one’s focus away from 
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the performance zone. Distraction control includes ‘staying on one’s best path for 

personal excellence irrespective of other distractions. And constructive evalua-

tion brings in the process of learning through pointing out all the lessons learned 

from each experience and building on them for further engagements.

In the above accounts of professional and personal excellence by different au-

thors a few common themes emerged. Whether we talk about personal or pro-

fessional excellence, elements such as commitment, passion and engagement 

keep reappearing. Some authors emphasize the ethical and socially responsible 

engagement (Gardner et al.,2001) some point out total absorbtion (Csikszent-

mihalyi, 1990) and some consider commitment and belief to be at the ‘heart’ of 

personal excellence (Orlick). Wenger (1998) would probably add his idea of “full, 

livid experience of engagement in practice” (p.151) and complete the puzzle of 

excellence (personal or professional) with the idea of humans being ‘learning 

citizens’ and learning a social process with a strong ethical dimension. 

As promised in the introduction of the paper more questions are opened 

and very few can easily be answered. On the other hand, learning happens 

more often when the questions remain open than when they get answered. 

Further questions include a concern about the effect measurable criteria for 

professional excellence can have on an individual’s level of engagement, 

commitment and passion. Would passion for something be encouraged or 

quenched by setting measuring the performance? Would Csikszentmihalyi 

(1990) have discovered that full engagement and absorbtion lead to happi-

ness had his respondents been exposed to measurable performance criteria 

to be achieved? Could it be that personal excellence remain unnoticed for a 

long time in one’s life because life-deep learning happens unconsciously and 

is hindered by other quantitatively measurable elements? Are there individu-

als among us that are achieving personal excellence, but feel inadequate 

because they do not perform excellently at work? And vice versa, are there 
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individuals among us that, according to quantitative performance criteria, are 

achieving professional excellence, but feel as if they have lost themselves 

and are further away from personal excellence than ever? Are we too busy 

performing conscious learning and too astonished with its noticeable results 

that we are forgetting that unconscious learning has been happening all the 

time and is contributing to our way of being in spite of all the distractions? 

What can we do to balance cognitive/conscious and unconscious learning 

in such a way that we feel engaged with, absorbed in and passionate about 

life?

(Self-) coaching and (self-) modeling – a way forward and 4.

inward

So-called Hawthorne effect appears frequently in research where human sub-

jects know that they are part of a study and as a consequence they automatically 

change their behavior for that short period of time and later return to their usual 

behavior. It might be worth keeping in mind that in performance measurement, 

human subjects may also learn and engage for a short period of time in order to 

achieve good results and later in life benefit very little from the learning experi-

ence. 

Hawthorne emphasizes the changes in behaviour as consequences of simply be-

ing studied and in the process of learning and excellence sometimes the changes 

in the level of engagement and learning can also be a consequence of simply 

being measured/assessed. 

In order to avoid Hawthorne effect and really immerse in previously presented 

three-dimensional (3D) learning, it might be worth considering adopting so-called 

self-caoching and self-modelling approach. 
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Coaching and modeling are approaches that are offering learning in all three 

forms – lifelong learning, life-wide learning and life-deep learning and relate to all 

four pillars of learning i.e. learning to know, learning to do, learning to live together 

and learning to be. 

The roots of coaching can be traced back to W. Timothy Gallwey, who in the 

1970’s wrote the book “The Inner Game of Tennis” (Gallwey, 1974). Gallwey 

had noticed that tennis players learned better when they were not aware of any 

learning happening. When Gallwey coached them with open questions, instead 

of correcting errors and giving suggestions, the real learning occurred. When 

a player listened to a suggestion and tried, performance diminished. When a 

player relaxed and held a picture and feeling of the desired outcome, the player 

improved. When a player got engaged in the game itself and enjoyed it, the per-

formance was much better. 

The message in “The Inner Game of Tennis”, “The Inner Game of Golf” and “The 

Inner Game of Skiing” is the same: mastery, satisfaction and excellence require 

focus and attention to and engagement with the inner game in the mind of the 

player.

Gallwey’s books became bestsellers and he started speaking to business lead-

ers more than to sports audiences. The principles of the Inner Game were ap-

plied to professional development and the value of individual coaching became 

apparent.

A unique feature of coaching is the fact that the coach does not need to know 

much about the “outer game” – i.e. how to play tennis, how to ski, how to run 

a particular kind of business or, indeed, how to live somebody else’s life. S/he 

needs to know, though, something about how the mind works – how the “inner 

game” is played. And who better knows how the inner game is played than the 
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individual himself. How can coaching help individuals enjoy three-dimensional 

learning and achieve professional and personal excellence? 

The definition of coaching might shed some light on how it can be used in order 

to enhance learning experience and, above all, reinforce passion for and full 

engagement with life. 

The International Coach Federation (ICF) defines professional coaching as “an 

ongoing relationship that helps people produce extraordinary results in their lives, 

careers, businesses or organizations. Through the process of coaching, clients 

deepen their learning, improve their performance, and enhance their quality of 

life” (ICF website). 

Coaching is an interactive process that helps individuals and organisations to devel-

op and grow more rapidly. As a result of coaching, clients/organisations make better 

decisions, and more fully use their natural resources and strengths. The coaches 

believe that the client is naturally creative and resourceful and that the coach’s job 

is to provide support to enhance the skills, resources, and creativity that the client 

already has. While the coach provides feedback and an objective perspective, the 

client engages with his pursuit and fully enjoys the process of discovery.

The coaching relationship moves the client toward an increasing awareness of 

their choices. The coach encourages the client to develop more behavioural flex-

ibility, to try the unfamiliar, to venture into new territory at his or her own pace. As 

clients expand their repertoire of behaviours, they are aware at a deeper level 

that the effort is their own, that they have made the choices and taken the actions 

that have led to their growth. The credit goes to the client, not to the coach. Thus 

the client feels empowered and excellent in what s/he does and who s/he is.

The above definitions clearly demonstrate that coaching process, with its 

focus on human growth and development, can easily contribute to all three 

dimensions of learning. Since coaching is based on exploration of the ‘inner 
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game’ of the client i.e. inner potential, inner strength, inner patterns, inner 

beliefs etc. it looks like a logical next step to think about self-coaching. As 

already mentioned above, who can be more familiar with the inner game than 

the individual himself. Instead of needing to have a coach to ask us ques-

tions, give us feedback about our patterns of thinking and accompany us on 

our journey of self-discovery, we as learners fully engaged in life can be our 

own coaches. Self-coaching uses the same tools (asking questions, giving 

feedback, detecting patterns etc.) as coaching itself and can be beneficial for 

all three dimensions of learning due to its overall focus on personal develop-

ment. In order to be able to carry out self-coaching, it would be necessary to 

firstly ‘learn to know’ about coaching, then ‘learn to do’ coaching, and after 

that ‘learn to live together’ with our own selves and others and ‘learn to be‘ 

our own coach. Thus we would not be missing learning about ourselves while 

we are busy learning for others (work, market, economy etc.). Learnings that 

we get from (self-) coaching are lifelong, life-wide and life-deep.  

Once self-coaching becomes part of our self-discovery, we can add self-mod-

elling in order to explore new frontiers and challenge ourselves with the ‘out of 

the box’ thinking. 

Modelling is a term that is used mainly in ‘hard’ sciences such as mathematics 

and computer science. However, here we are not talking about computer mod-

elling or modelling brain activities in medicine. We are talking about modelling 

human excellence (Bandler and Grinder, 1975-76) including human behaviour, 

strategies, beliefs, values etc. 

Modelling is a process that through observations help us detect excellence (in 

any field and also on individual, organizational or society level) describe it in 

systematic way and create a ‘model’ out of the observed excellence (knowledge, 

competency or any phenomenon) so that it can be transferred to others. Model-

ling consists of:
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Distinction detection – e.g. detecting the excellent way of either simply 1. 

being in a certain way or of performing a task and defining what exactly 

makes that state, belief or performance excellent as opposed to average 

Patterning – e.g. elicit the exact order of the steps or thoughts that make 2.

that phenomenon excellent

Model building – e.g. describe and document a simple and coherent pro-3.

cedure of being in that way or performing the task excellently

In this way, modelling actually develops skills for analysing, synthesizing, summa-

rizing and transferring excellence in any field. It can be particularly useful for eliciting 

tacit knowledge when individuals are not consciously aware of their excellent way 

of being or excellent performance. Modelling is a process that help us identify the 

excellence, i.e. talent and knowledge, demystify it by ‘breaking it’ into small mean-

ingful steps (SMS) that can be replicated and finally transferred to others for further 

utilization. Thus modelling fits quite well within the three dimensional learning since 

it requires full engagement and absorbtion and the results of modeling remain with 

us over years, in different learning spaces and get deeply rooted inside of us. 

Thus we get to realization that through modeling we can learn/model anything 

any other human being knows, performs, exibits and is. That opens new possibili-

ties in the form of self-modeling and discovering our own excellence in one field 

and transferring it to other fields of our lives. That is where yet another question 

appears – where are the limits of how far we can develop through self-coaching 

and how much we can model and learn from others and from our own selves? 

Who knows how far we can self-develop once we embrace learning by staying 

out of the way of its natural course and once we stop trying to pigeon-hole the 

learning experiences into known categories? Could it be that learning is intended 

to be a way in which we can become our deepest and truest selves?
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Conclusion5.

The paper addressed the question of how to get to professional and personal 

excellence through lifelong learning. In the introduction, readers were ‘warned’ 

that the paper will open more questions rather than answer any. And, indeed, 

rather than just addressing the mentioned concepts, the paper attempted to pro-

voke and initiate learning itself. At the same time, the paper paradoxically did 

everything that it criticized, e.g. categorized different kinds of learning and re-

flected on learning in general. Hopefully, the author’s reflection process provided 

some insights into (self-) coaching and (self-) modeling approaches as a possible 

framework for learning of the future and even more importantly for a way of being 

in the future.
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