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In the age of learning, the capacity for learning possessed by indi-
viduals, organizations, and society as a whole is becoming by far
the most important factor of competitive advantage on the per-
sonal, organizational and social level.

A revolutionary novelty within the evolution of learning are
the so-called ‘learning contracts’, which have made the learning
process within organizations much more systematic and efficient
by finally putting the learning individuals into the very centre of
the learning process and granting them the position they should
always have had.

Personal expectations of ‘knowledge processors’ on the one
hand, and the needs of organizations on the other are increasingly
becoming a matter for negotiation, the result of which are ‘psy-
chological’ learning contracts. According to them, the learning
individuals take part in determining the objectives, sources, and
strategies of learning, manage the learning process itself, and take
independent control over the learning budgets granted to them
by the organizations.

By focusing on the personal needs of the learning individual,
the learning contracts bring a whole lot of advantages. They make
the learning individuals the ‘owners’ of the learning process, in-
crease their motivation, independence, and willingness to take
the responsibility for the results of learning, and make the entire
learning process much more systematic and efficient.



Learning contracts are becoming more and more popular. They have
helped many to develop independence in learning and gain qualifica-
tion, which they will find useful throughout their lives. Anyone who is
really prepared to enjoy the freedom of learning sees learning contracts
as an instrument of motivation, so throughout the world the organiza-
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tions’ personnel departments are increasingly using learning contracts as
one of the most important tools for attracting and developing talent.

In the following article I will try to answers the following questions:

• What is a learning contract?

• How to make an efficient learning contract?

• What are the elements of learning contracts?

• How to introduce learning contracts into organizations?

• How should managers use the new tool?

• What is the experience of the present users?

• How the new tool is successful in managing new knowledge?

In the end we will see if the learning contract as a new tool in busi-
ness training and education can respond to the diverse needs of learners
from different backgrounds. It can be implemented in schools, univer-
sities and business organisation as well. We have already implemented
the learning contract successfully in business organisations and gained
positive practical experiences.

    ?

The learning contract is a document used to assist planning of a learn-
ing project. It is a written agreement negotiated between a learner and a
teacher, an employee and a business organisation. ‘The learning contract
considers psychosociological principles of the adult learner. The use of
the learning contract is based upon a number of assumptions about the
nature of learning and learners’ (Knowles , ). It is derived largely
from the ideas of educators such as Malcolm Knowles who believes that
as autonomous human beings, adult learners should be encouraged to
take more responsibility for their own learning.

A learning contract could be seen also as a negotiated learning agree-
ment and implies a degree of negotiation and commitment by at leas two
parties – the learner and the ‘staff member’ who could be a teacher, an
adviser, a  manager, a , etc.

Negotiated learning normally begins with some discussion between
these two parties. The learning contract is usually based on the learn-
ing needs of individuals, gained with an assessment or some other tool
for the identification of learning needs. ‘Each learning contract has the
following elements: the learning objectives or goals, the strategies and
resources available to achieve these objectives, the evidence which will
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be produced to indicate the objectives have been achieved, the criteria
which will be used to assess this evidence’ (Knowles , ). The learner
is actively involved in all phases of the learning contract. This means that
individuals co-operate and have to define the objectives, to choose the
most efficient learning strategy according to four Kolb’s learning styles.
The individuals have the opportunity to suggest the resources (books,
seminars, video, articles, adviser, excursion, etc.) and can also suggest
what kind of evidence should be produced (report, some physical ev-
idence, presentation, assessment, etc.) and finally, the individuals also
negotiate the criteria which will be used to asses the learning contract in
the end (the report must reveal critical thinking, be  words of length,
etc.)

The negotiated learning contract lies somewhere along a continuum,
which has a totally prescribed task on the one hand and a fully inde-
pendent, self-directed learning activities at the other. It is convenient to
think of the learning contract as a type of the project plan for self directed
learner, ‘but in reality it is developed within parameters, sometimes quite
rigid, imposed by staff adviser and it is constantly monitored by super-
visor’ (Dixon , ).

The learning contract could last one month or three or more years and
the individuals could negotiate and make more learning contracts in one
year or within a particular period.

      

There is no one model of a learning contract suitable for all purposes. A
contract may be a simple pro-forma setting out details of a short course
activity. How the learning contract will look like, it has to be decided
upon in eight steps.

Establish a Relevant Learning Need

Establishing the learning need may be done in any number of ways, but
learners often benefit form some initial stimulus. Some learning needs
will be known only to the learner, others only to the staff adviser (
manager, , etc.), some learning needs will stem from the results of the
assessment process, and some needs will be know to both, the learners
and the adviser. Initial discussion should be designed to explore these
various types of perceived needs before planning any specific learning
objectives. In other word, ‘the discussion will seek to identify what the
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learner wants to learn, what the learner could learn and what the learner
should learn’ (Allinger and Janak , ).

Refine the Learning Need into the Specific Objectives

Having identified a relevant learning need, the next step is to refine this
need into specific and realistic objectives. It is very important at this stage
to realize that this involves identifying a learning intention, not stat-
ing what will be done to achieve it or what the final product is likely
to be. Thus objectives as ‘To write a report about . . . ’ or ‘To read book
about . . . ’ are not appropriate since they fail to identify the learning in-
tention. Good learning objectives are as following: ‘To identify the key
components of a strategic business plan’, ‘To analyze the most common
problems encountered when preparing strategic business plan’, etc.

Identify Useful Resources and Strategies for Learning

The next step is to identify the best resources available to enable the
learner to achieve the stated objectives. Here it is important to consider
not only printed materials as usual, such as books and magazines, but
whatever might be able to help the learner to find out what he or she
wishes to know. This could include ‘people such a teachers, librarians,
colleagues, practitioners, as well as material contained in sources such as
books, journals, reports and the broad cast media’ (McLagan , ).

In this step we have to define also various strategies to obtain the infor-
mation and materials required. In other words, the learner must decide
the best methods for accessing those sources. This means working out a
plan of action to determine: what to look for, who to talk to and how to
approach them, how to locate or acquire relevant materials, the priorities
for the project, a sequence in which to do things, etc.

Determine What Is to Be Produced

The learner should, during this stage, work closely with the adviser to
agree upon what is going to be assessed and what should be produced
as evidence that each of the specific objectives has been achieved. For
example, if the learning contract involves the development of some spe-
cific skills in some area, how can it be demonstrated that this skills has
actually been acquired. In this case some practical, observable evidence,
such as a demonstration, is required rather than a piece of written work
which may only indicate knowledge of the procedures. ‘Examples of evi-
dence of learning that might be considered include reports, essays as well
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as presentations and designs and not printed material. Simply descrip-
tive or narrative accounts are not normally sufficient’ (Rosenblum and
Darkenwald , ).

Determine the Criteria for Assessment

This step is usually the most difficult part to negotiate. It requires the
learner and the adviser to agree upon appropriate quality standards for
the completed work. Criteria for knowledge objectives will tend to be
based around consideration of how comprehensive, accurate and appro-
priate the work is. For skill objective, there may be a need to provide
the evidence of accuracy, speed and confidence. We have to define the
minimum criteria which apply to any work of a certain type. For exam-
ple, an essay may have a specified length, a report should be written in a
particular format, etc.

Review the Learning Contract

Once the contract proposal has been made, for the learner and adviser
should review it and in a few days ensure that it matches the original in-
tention. A contract that is negotiated between a learner and an adviser it
may not result from a single consultation. Whatever the case, it is impor-
tant to ensure each section is clear and complete and reflects the agreed
activities and assessment items. Ultimately the success of the completed
contract will be judged by how well it meets the stated criteria. For this
reason alone all aspects of the contract proposal need to be carefully re-
viewed. If the proposal of the contract has been made by the individuals
only, on this stage the adviser and the learner start to negotiate and in
the end of the negotiation they both have to review the contract again.

Carry Out the Contract

The learning contract is finally signed by both parties, which also means
that the date for its completion is agreed upon. The learner is now free
to work on the learning project until it is ready to be submitted for the
assessment. The level of the ongoing supervision vary according to the
preference and experiences of the learner, the requirements of the ad-
viser and the duration of the contract. The learning contract should also
change. People’s ideas about what is important or relevant often change
as they become more familiar with the subject, or they have changed
their ideas about how best to achieve the objectives. However, the learner
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should always consult the adviser and discuss any changes in the con-
tract. This is also a great strength of the learning contract; it enables the
learner to continually evaluate his or her own learning and to modify the
work to suit emerging needs.

Self Assess and Submit the Completed Work

The first and most important person the contract must satisfy is the
learner. So for this reason it can be useful to include a final more for-
mal step before presenting their work for assessment by others. The self-
assessment can take many forms. The simplest one is to use the items in
the agreed contract as a checklist to ensure each item has been met in
the way specified or otherwise adequately considered. The final assess-
ment will rest with the assessor appointed by the institution or identi-
fied in the contract. This person is usually the learner’s adviser, but on
some occasions a staff member or subject expert may be used, maybe an
adviser or a lecturer or a manager, etc. Apart from evaluating the com-
pleted work, the assessor has a responsibility to provide a feedback to
the learner on both the content and presentation of the work, its over-
all quality and any suggestion for improvement (Holton , ). In the
case when the learning contract has been used in a university study, ex-
tensions to agreed deadlines can be arranged in accordance with the in-
stitutional policy.

      ?

Learning contracts, no matter what kind, have at least four elements,
four sections; learning objectives, learning resource, the final product –
evidence that the objectives have been met and assessment criteria.

Writing Learning Objectives

A learning contract will only be effective if learning objectives on which
it is based are meaningful for the learner and organisation and can be
successfully implemented and evaluated within the time and resources
available. Specifying the learning goals is therefore the key part of the
contract and can cause the majority of problems if the learner is not sure
where his ore her needs and interests lie. It is very important to transfer
learning needs to learning objectives in the right way. A desire to learn
more about the particular subject or to improve one’s understanding of
a certain issue can be a legitimate objective, but far more efficient objec-
tives are as follows:
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• To learn four techniques for resolving personal conflicts with other;

• To learn and use five techniques for good negotiation;

• To gain and win the main protocol rules for business visit in the
particular country;

• To made  analyse of the company.

If the learning contract has been made for developing new skills learn-
ing objectives should be expressed in behavioural terms not just opera-
tional. For example: ‘to give an efficient business presentation, to com-
municate less stressfully . . . ’ (McLagan , ).

The objectives define the learning intention since the contract will be
assessed to a large extent by how well it meets its own objectives, thus
it is important to make these objectives as meaningful as possible. This
depends on the topic area and expectations of advisers about learners
undertaking the education and training concerned. Time spent on clar-
ifying learning objectives will make the subsequent parts of the contract
much easier to develop.

Learning Resources and Strategies for Learning

Developing a learning contract requires a consideration on how each
learning objective will be achieved. Most learners think of books and
seminars when considering the likely resources, but books are only one
and not necessarily the best type of learning resources. I do not want to
diminish the importance of books, but would rather encourage learn-
ers and advisers to think more widely when identifying the learning re-
sources. Anything that may contribute towards knowledge, understand-
ing or skills is a potential resource. Any person, who knows what a
learner wants to find out, is also a resource and any method for access-
ing these people and materials is a potential strategy. So, let me list the
most common resources: ‘books and journals, other written materials as
newspapers, magazines, brochures, conference papers, course handouts,
lectures notes,  rooms, film and videotapes, television and radio pro-
grammes, audio cassettes, networks of peers or experts, work colleagues,
supervisors and managers, family and friends, seminar and conferences,
workshops, field visits . . . ’ (Brečko ). Far more than just books.

Developing a learning strategy involves identifying personal learning
styles according to Kolb and also identifying sources of information and
determining suitable methods for accessing them. For instance, if cer-
tain people are to be approached, should this be done in writing, or in
person? How can data obtained be verified?
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Determinate the Final Product

The choice of final product or work and the form it should take must re-
flect the learning objectives and meet assessment criteria. The final prod-
uct is not only an essay or written report. Other options also include a
skill demonstration, a critical incident reflective diary, case notes, oral
examination, etc. A formal essay provides appropriate evidence of the
achievement of more academic objectives, but is not useful for demon-
strating skills. Special attention should be given to the relationship be-
tween learning goals and the type of evidence which would be most suit-
able. Here are the examples of types of objectives and how they might be
linked with an appropriate form of evidence.

Whatever form they take, the items selected as evidence should be the
most appropriate means of demonstrating that the aims and objectives
of the learning contract have been met.

Determining Assessment Criteria

The purpose of assessment is twofold, first to provide feedback to learn-
ers and to indicate to learners and others the standard of achievement.
Every person needs the feedback, especially in more or less independent
learning environment. Expectations of advisers and assessment require-
ments need to be made early in the process. Learners have the right to
co-operate in determining the assessment criteria and it is also impor-
tant for the general acceptance of the learning contract, that the assess-
ment criteria are visible and public. We have mentioned that the learning

Type of goal Types of evidence

Skill Demonstration

Knowledge Essay, report, oral presentation, audio-video presentation,
critical analysis

Understanding Essay, evaluation report, case study, research report, project
plan

Problem solving Examples of problems and solutions, strategies for
approaching problems

Attitudes Rating scales, simulation exercises, critical incident, role plays

Communication skills Oral presentation, letters, appearance in public

Design skills Examples of product, artwork, blueprint

Work related
competences

Business plan, project management plan, management
reports, budgets, records
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contract provides a considerable amount of freedom for learners to se-
lect and design learning experiences relevant to their own needs. But any
learning contract also consists of non-negotiable components, namely:

• the standards in assessment criteria need to be met;

• the level of the achievement to be demonstrated must be consistent
with the level of the course or employment role;

• the learning plan in the form of a written contract, it has to be
signed from both sides and must to be formally approved from the
adviser.

     

?

First of all, the idea of learning contracts has to be accepted by the man-
agement. After this has happened we have to train advisers for the ap-
propriate use of the learning contract and to give meaningful support to
the learners.

The adviser has to be strong in defining learning objectives, be aware
of different learning styles and should have knowledge about standards
when judging the performance of the final product. They also have to
‘motivate learners to advise them in which way they should go, where
they can find learning resources . . . ’ (Rosenblum , ).

In other words, they must have a lot of learning experiences them-
selves. And finally they have to organize time for the implementation of
the learning contract as well. To work well with the learning contract
method, an investment of time at the negotiation stage and a further
commitment by the adviser to provide ongoing advice and support is
required. Time will also be needed to assess each individual project or
organize the appropriate assessment with the support of professional in-
stitutions or lecturers. They have to constantly give feedback to the stu-
dent and give them also some kind of time pressure. And finally we need
to train learners for using the method of the learning contract. Learners
should be able to write the proposal of the learning contract for them-
selves and the adviser’s role is to check carefully all the elements and
negotiate with the candidates the learning objectives that will have to be
met.

So, for a successful implementation of the learning contract into busi-
ness organisation we need at least three things:
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• the support of the management,

• the trained adviser (they could be  professionals),

• training learners for using methods of learning contract.

Why the Learning Contract in the Business Organisation?

Lifelong learning is vital for the survival of any business organisation.
But in the time of constant changes we often do not have enough time
to train people, we have to train them to think with their own brain,
we have to train them for lifelong learning. And the learning contract re-
sponds directly to this need. Also, there may be problems regarding mea-
suring of the efficiency of learning. Usually we start to think about mea-
surement not earlier then in the end of the learning process. When using
the learning contract the tools for measuring the efficiency of the learn-
ing process are already incorporated in the learning plan and present the
beginning of the learning. Using the method of the learning contract can
help to solve the problem of gauging the efficiency of the learning.

It is important to stress that the concept of learning contract is in line
with the  accession and globalisation. Most companies are afraid of
losing their best talents. The danger of the flow of intellectual capital
is very high, especially in Slovenia. For attracting and keeping the best
people, it is very important to give them a development plan in advance,
and the learning contract is the best way for doing this. Furthermore, the
learning contract is also an efficient tool for motivating people with high
developmental potential.

How Should Managers Use the New Tool?

With the learning contract managers have in their hands a tool for moni-
toring the gaining of new knowledge at the level of individuals and at the
level of organisation. If they want their organisation to become the learn-
ing organisation, here is their chance. The line manager plays the role of
a consultant, being the mentor of individuals and has a whole overview
over the learning process. He negotiates with the employees the learn-
ing topics and the expected learning results and finally the criteria for
assessment. At the of the process he really knows what individuals have
learnt and what kind of work they are capable of. Managers should use
the learning contract:

• for new employees to get them familiar with the organisational cul-
ture and work processes;
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• for attracting and keeping the talents;

• for changing the work role or work position of the employees;

• when particular problems appear and the individuals are not able
to solve them;

• for developing and planning leadership position, etc.

In the planning process of learning contracts, more exactly in estab-
lishing relevant learning needs and defining learning objectives, man-
agers have a very important role, they have to co-operate in this process
and make an assessment and a ‘knowledge gap’ analysis for each candi-
date. Also they have to decide, ‘if the learning contract is really common
tool for the candidate, regarding his level of independence and self disci-
pline’ (Brečko , ).

For taking the role of adviser of the learning contract, managers
should have special knowledge about teaching adults, about the method-
ology of learning, etc. Usually they do not posses all the necessary knowl-
edge. So, they have to include in this process  department, but still
have to keep their hand over the learning contract of their employees.
Nowadays line managers are responsible for developing staff in organ-
isations and the learning contract could be one of the most successful
tools for developing people and managing their knowledge.

      ?

Advantages of Using the Learning Contract

We will try to summarize the main advantages for the learners of Zava-
rovalnica Triglav,  Murska Sobota, which is a company where we have
already implemented the learning contract. The main advantages are the
following:

• Flexibility and the scope of originality;

• The process develops various skills, among them managerial and
leadership skills;

• Learning is of interest, value or relevance to the learner or the
learner’s workplace;

• Motivation is high;

• Freedom to choose;

• Learners can learn at their own pace;

• The learning contract provides focus;
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• The learning contract respects differences in individuals;

• Increased confidence and excitement in learning as well as in work-
ing situations, etc.

Most frequent reactions of users of learning contract were positive:

• ‘Great, something new’

• ‘Now I will have a new responsibility for my own learning and de-
veloping the learning plan’

• ‘Our current training will be implemented by using learning con-
tract in a focused way’

• ‘My personal learning and developing needs are included into the
learning contract’

• ‘I’m happy, you monitored my efforts and gave me the opportunity
to develop myself.’

How the New Tool is Successful in Managing new Knowledge?

Argyris said that ‘Nobody can develop nothing more than just self ’
(Swanson , ). If this is true, then the only possible answer for
the increasing demand of the development of people is using tools that
will allow individuals to do this. The candidates in our case have striven
to their individual goals and have been clearly focused. In the end of
the learning contract they showed results, often some kind of project
work, or solving problem analysis in concrete working situation. So, on
the one hand, they obviously gained new knowledge, and, on the other
hand, they showed that they were able to transfer knowledge into prac-
tical solutions – and this is the biggest success of the learning contract.
Even more, during working on learning contract, some candidates have
discovered new learning needs, needed for reaching their learning goals.
Therefore the learning contract is not just a toll for managing knowledge,
but also a self-development tool. The learner takes the whole responsi-
bility for their own learning process and has a significant impact on
the developing responsibility also in other working fields (Swanson and
Holton , ).

Limitations for Using Learning Contracts

Of course, we have to warn the reader against the limitations of using
the learning contract. In the beginning of using learning contracts we
may come across the lack of familiarity with this approach and the time
needed for the learning contract, which is why we have to negotiate it.
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The perceived disadvantages are more varied and relate to the circum-
stances of each individual. Learners report:

• Isolation – high self discipline is needed for completing the learning
contract;

• Access to adviser, he/she has not got enough time for me;

• Keeping the process manageable;

• Difficulties in understanding the concept at the beginning.

Keeping these experiences in mind, we have found out that the learn-
ing contract have some limitations. Learning contracts provide excellent
opportunities to make learners interested and motivated, but they can-
not guarantee that all people will respond in this way. So we do not sug-
gest using learning contracts for learners more comfortable with tradi-
tional educational methods and those who are too immature to take full
responsibility and advantage of the freedom offered by using learning
contracts. So the advisers have to be familiar with the cultural, educa-
tional and personal background of the learners with whom they will be
working.

Depending on the organisational culture the learning contract has also
other limitations regarding the level of control and power by the man-
agement. In a flat organisational culture the learning contract has future,
in a hierarchical organisational structure, the management tend to have
all the power and control in their own hand and usually do not support
the idea of the learning contract.



A significant feature of contract learning is its potential to promote deep
approaches to learning. When the learning contract is well prepared,
learners are encouraged to go beyond assembling subject knowledge to
consider how this knowledge my actually be acquired, what it may mean
to them, how successful their learning has been and what future implica-
tions it may hold. The contract learner method can stimulate learners to
examine their own assumptions, beliefs and learning preferences, to be
more reflective about their work. By taking the initiative for the learning,
the learner is more likely to engage in deeper and more lasting learning.
On the other side, the individual takes the grater responsibility for his
own learning. The learning contract is especially useful in business or-
ganisation. We could compare the process of learning contract with the
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management process. In both processes we must determine the objec-
tives, in both processes we have limited resources and in both processes
we must show the results. So, the learning contract is not just a toll for
gaining new knowledge or skills, but also the tool for self development,
and due to this reason the learning contract is getting more and more
popular within business organisation. For a successful implementation
into the organisation advisers have to know their role very well and be
able to present the learning contract to the users. The final goal of imple-
menting the learning contract into the organisation is individuals who
are able to prepare the proposal of learning contract on their own. If we
like to live in a learning society we have to understand training and edu-
cation as well as developing people as learners whether in their work or
elsewhere and provide them with a basic set of intellectual and personal
skills which are essential for survival in a changing word. The learning
contents and the learning techniques are not enough any more. The cen-
tral purpose of all educational efforts is developing learning autonomy,
because the most dangerous illusion is that the learning will be com-
pleted one day.
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