Perspectives on Learning: Clarkson & Howells

Petruska Clarkson is well known in the Transactional Analysis (TA) community and especially in the UK as one of the foremost early TA practitioners and thinkers. In addition to writing extensively on psychotherapy Clarkson also wrote a key piece on the role of the bystander in game playing amongst many other articles on TA theory and practice. 

In her experience of working with clients who were highly successful, Clarkson developed the notion of the Achilles Syndrome, (1994) in which she gives an account of learning. The basis of her ideas on learning are informed by William Howells’ The Empathic Communicator, (1982). Howells is not a transactional analyst; he takes a distinctive approach to analysing communication in different contexts in order to identify the components of highly effective communication. Whilst its not the easiest of texts it is precise in diagnosing and schematising different types of communication, taking account of intuition, feelings and emotions, motivation and attitude.

The Empathic Communicator: Howells

Although Howells presents a comprehensive scheme for understanding communication, these notes focus on his ideas about coping with change and which have been more generally applied to learning. Howells describes Levels of Competence to describe the process by which individuals become increasingly creative and productive. The context of his work is not that of education but specifically in relation to change processes.

Level 1: Unconscious incompetence

This is the lowest level of incompetence and on at which the individual is blissfully unaware of what they do not know. This will have been familiar to us all at some point in our development.

Level 2: Conscious Incompetence

This second level differs from the first in that the individual is aware that something does not work and that this leads to a degree on dissatisfaction which in turn leads the person to do something else. The reaction however, is very much by trial and error. The individual may not understand why things are not working correctly and they do not consider alternatives. This is, however, a more productive level than the first.

Level 3: Conscious Competence

The shift at this level is in understanding. The individual is now capable of reflecting and modifying their strategy in relation to incoming information. Analysis and systematic planning are typical features of this level of performance – the person knows what they are doing and is mindful in choice-making which differentiates this from the previous stage.

Level 4: Unconscious Competence

Clearly there is much to commend the third level in terms of effectiveness, but Howells identifies the drawback of the individual being overly analytic in responding to the here and now.  Instead the person has the capacity to effectively integrate analysis and strategy into the immediacy of the environment. ‘In any performance, when you find yourself modifying your behaviour productively without thinking about how you are doing it, you are probably operating at the fourth level, unconscious competence’, (p. 32).

Level 5: Unconscious Supercompetence

Finally Howells describes a level which is only rarely achieved. This level is equated with what some performers refer to as peak performance. In other words, the unconscious competence individual excels themselves in a given task – the performance itself becomes effortless and the individual has an acute sense of ‘flow’, or optimal experience (see the work of Csikszentmihalyi for further discussion).  

The Achilles Syndrome: Clarkson

In her work with high achievers Clarkson noted a recurring pattern of experience. The client struggled to accept the recognition they were getting for their performance. Whilst they heard the strokes the felt they weren’t worthy or in some cases would be ’found out’ as a fraud. The person would experience great anxiety about performance whilst also regularly delivering quality. Clarkson referred to this as the Achilles Syndrome because in Homer’s tale the hero namesake has a magnificent success and yet is continually aware of his vulnerability.

Clarkson explores how the syndrome manifests in different spheres of life; in the workplace, personal relationship and learning. In her consideration of the learning process Clarkson draws on Howells’ levels as a core model, and makes some additional observations.

First, Clarkson re-frames the four levels and characterises them as presented in the table below:

	Howells’ Levels
	Clarkson’s Re-frame
	Clarkson’s Archetype

	Unconscious incompetence
	Not knowing what they don’t know
	The Fool: Ignorance is bliss

	Conscious Incompetence
	Becoming aware what it is they don’t know (or cannot do well)
	The Apprentice: I am here to learn

	Conscious Competence
	Knowing what they know and how to do it competently
	The Master: I know what I know

	Unconscious Competence
	Exercising one’s skill or knowledge habitually
	The Mechanic: I have forgotten how I learned


Despite the similarities between the two, Clarkson presents a very different perspective on the fourth level. She suggests that it is named the Mechanic as opposed to Master even thought the latter commonly indicates a higher level. This is because she maintains that the individual operates with an habitual mechanical manner in their area of performance. Clarkson cites the experience of driving in which having passed the test the individual drifts from being acutely aware of their competency and knowledge and becomes complacent. Consequently there is an automatic and fluid capacity to drive even though poor driving habits begin to emerge. This differs from the higher level depiction in Howells’ original model.

In addition, Clarkson begins to describe a fifth level (not to be assimilated with Howells’ Unconscious Supercompetence) in which the teacher/supervisor takes on the role of Mentor, the features of which include modelling the following:

An openness to acknowledging their errors, ignorance and deficiencies,

Enthusiasm and energy for experimentation

Learning through feedback from themselves, peers and students

Before moving onto other aspects of Clarkson’s work it is important to define her concept of the Achilles Syndrome. She describes how despite attaining high achievement, some individuals struggle in owning this for themselves. Furthermore she reports of how the individual feels sick or overwhelmed with panic prior to performance, even though they have an established experience of success. The recurring theme in these cases is that the individual believes they will be found out as a fraud, that the success is not quite authentic, that it somehow isn’t about them. Clarkson suggests that this experience is pseudocompetency – a sense that the individual is engaged in the pretence to succeed.

Given this background note on pseudocompetency we can return to Clarkson’s specific interest in the learning levels. She adds three phases that overlay the levels in order to supplement our understanding of growing competency; awareness, accommodation and assimilation and the overlap with the four levels.

Awareness – from Unconscious Incompetence to Conscious Incompetence. This is where the individual becomes gradually conscious of what knowledge they lack or skills needed to develop. This is a necessary part of the learning cycle. ‘If you try and avoid the incompetency part of the cycle of learning you cannot become truly competent. Incompetence can be found out’. (Clarkson, p.57) – my emphasis.

Accommodation – from Conscious Incompetence to Conscious Competence. It is always necessary to pretend to do something before you can actually do it.’ (ibid). Experimentation is an important feature at this stage and involves the sometimes painful process of learning from one’s mistakes. Again it’s an unavoidable part of learning; ‘Put simply: if you don’t practise something now, you won’t be able to do it in the future’. (p.57).

Assimilation – from Conscious Competence to Unconscious Competence

Here the individual begins to absorb the new learning/skill so that it feels integrated; the self-consciousness subsides. However, what can often follow is that this integration falls away to complacency and the Mechanic becomes the Fool again.

Clarkson goes on to add; ‘only the consciously competent can train the conscious incompetent or bring the unconscious incompetent to an awareness of his backsliding’, (p.58).  The task for the trainer/educator is to keep a freshness in their work to avoid slipping into unconscious incompetence and this is best done through regular feedback from students and engaging in new learning themselves. In addition they must learn to recognise their own authority and ability in order to ‘model excellence and appreciation of their own worth to trainers’ (p.59).

Clarkson returns to the theme of the Achilles Syndrome and talks about how it can emerge following an upset in an early stage of learning, and specifically at the Accommodation stage;

… experimenting is part of the process of learning. In this sense we are all pseudocompetent as a natural and necessary stage of learning something new. It only becomes a pseudocompetency problem when the pretence becomes chronic and limits people in their options of developing their potential,or destroys the pleasure which they could have in enjoying and developing their competence’. (p.56/7).

Indicators of the syndrome are a combination of ‘lying’ and apology. Clarkson emphasises that these individuals are not deliberate liars, but that deception for them is part of an intricate web of unrealistic expectations and natural aspirations. Also, the individual may find that an opening apology pre-empts being found out – ‘well I told you I was sorry that I can’t present well, before I even started!’

Pseudocompetency is more like a trap. You are trying to get out of it but other people are also holding you in it, and to get out you will have to activate the learning cycle once again, getting more and more desperate that nobody will believe you, (p.60)

One of the ways in which Clarkson recommends support in resolving this difficulty is by reviewing the individual’s early experience of learning and specifically some of the initial experiences with teachers and teacher figures. Some of the exercises that she suggests to generate new insights and decisions are included on the attached handouts.
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