Learning How to Learn 4

Learning How to Learn
by David Bennet

Introduction

 
Learning is the act or process we all go through as we acquire new data, information, skills or knowledge. From an external perspective, we believe others have learned when they demonstrate changes in behavior that produce effective results.  In this section we will consider learning in the context of acquiring complex concepts and deep knowledge as distinct from simple data and information.  Because of our individually unique genetics, development, experience and cognitive and emotional characteristics, there is not a single process that results in maximum learning.  Some people learn best from reading, some from listening to lectures, some from teaching, some from dialogue, social conversation or listening to stories, some from visual displays, some from internal reflection, some from intense debate and some from rituals and repetition.  Any one or combination of them may work best at any given time and situation.  

 
While all of us learn as we go through our personal life cycle, the amount and efficiency of that learning varies widely among individuals.  As society becomes more complicated and changes occur more frequently, the need to learn in order to keep up with our own area of expertise becomes a challenge in itself.  This is particularly true for professionals working in a world where they must maintain a solid understanding of rapidly changing areas of knowledge that are becoming more complex. One of the challenges of this millennia is for professionals to learn how to develop and maintain their deep knowledge and competency in order to grow and provide the value added needed by their organizations.

Axioms

 
We take as an axiom that the responsibility for learning, and learning how to learn falls on the individual professional, and that self-directed learning is usually the best.  Any theory of learning cannot take into account individual characteristics.  Unfortunately,  

“It has been found enormously difficult to apply laboratory-derived principles of learning to the improvement of efficiency in tasks with clear and relatively simple objectives.  We may infer that it will be even more difficult to apply laboratory-derived principles of learning to the improvement of efficient learning in tasks with more complex objectives.”  (Hilgard and Bower, 1966)

Another axiom offered is that proactive learning is better than reactive learning.  Academic institutions, training programs and other adult educational programs that offer or facilitate learning are useful, but in general they produce students that are passive learners.  As Knowles noted “For some time now I have been aware of the fact that the products of our educational system don’t know how to learn—then only know how to be taught.”  (Knowles, 1972, p285-287) Yet for most situations passive learning is inadequate, only the adult learner knows what knowledge is needed, when it is needed, how it will be used and possibly how best they can learn.

As we move through the phases of our professional life, our local environment within which we work and learn may change significantly.  In school we probably learned from lectures and self-study, yet our learning dealt mostly with theory and tractable problems.  In real life we have to learn to deal with ambiguity, no-win problems and messy situations.  We also must learn to learn in a wide variety of local environments, some of which we find difficult or even offensive.  In other words, to maintain learning over time and in a wide variety of situation we must learn how to learn—a subject that is rarely discussed in academia or in the corporate world.

Since each of us is unique, with our own history, motivations and cognitive skills and preferences, we take as a premise that our ability to learn will also be unique to each of us.  It then follows that learning how to learn will be a personal journey, undoubtedly with help from others, but the brunt of the work must be done by each of us.  If we consider the need to learn deep knowledge as noted above, then the normal academic approach of lectures self-study may well be inadequate.  We may learn about “X” but we must live with “X” to learn “X”.  That is to get the “feel of X”, to be able to anticipate the consequences of our decisions and actions, and by doing so, achieve effective results.  Only experience coupled with practice, thinking, questioning, challenging, guessing and trial and error creates the insights and a-ha experiences that lead to real understanding and comprehension.

A most important question is:  How do we learn how to learn from all of these ways of gaining data, information and knowledge?  Since each of us is unique the starting point is to know ourselves: our own strengths, weaknesses, feelings and likes and dislikes relative to the acquisition and assimilation of new information and knowledge.  How we have learnt best in the past, what our preferences for receiving new information and, most important, can we learn how to learn from all of the various techniques and artifacts of learning situations.  As professionals we will continue to be exposed to a wide variety of learning situations such as those mentioned above.  If we dislike learning from lectures, we should make an effort to learn how to learn from lectures.  Every process for learning can contribute to our build up of knowledge and to ignore some methods by “turning off” is to lose an opportunity.  Each individual can look at a give situation and reflect on how to learn from that situation.  Two perspectives are helpful.  One is to look at the situation and ask what is in the situation that I can learn from.  The second and more difficult is to ask yourself what do I need to do to get the maximum learning out of this system—composed of the situation, me, and the interaction between us.  Answers to such questions will encourage each of us to learn how we learn in each situation.  Lets take a couple of examples—storytelling and reading.

Storytelling and Reading

Most people are aware of the power of stories to communicate understanding, values and guidelines.  They are easily remembered and recalled when needed and may serve as internal mentors that offer guidance to the person when they find themselves in a situation related to the lessons of the story.  Storytelling could perhaps be looked at as teaching, true but incomplete.  The storyteller can learn from listening to the comments and observing the reactions of the audience.  Any forthcoming dialogue will give the storyteller much greater insight into the different meanings and insights lying within a good story.  However to learn from such an experience, the storyteller must consciously ask questions, listen carefully and be open to different interpretations of her story.  Just as good teachers learn much from their students, every professional can learn by helping others learn.

Many people consider reading a book a passive activity.  In doesn’t have to be.  Since we all learn from an interaction, a dialogue on a given subject, we can interact with a book by highlighting or underlining passages we believe are important to us.  This simple process gives the unconscious mind more time to absorb the sentences and think about them.  By prioritizing ideas and concepts using a four star system next to important areas we can easily return to the book and pick out areas that were most interesting and important, thereby reinforcing or reviewing our earlier thoughts—again reinforcing learning.  Another technique is to challenge statements believed to be untrue, thereby creating action items for our own further research. Or we add our own thoughts and questions in the margins where the author made statements that trigger our own knowledge.  

In other words, we can become active participants with the book and use it as a vehicle for creating and pulling information and knowledge from our own experience or unconscious mind.  There is an old saying that is very appropriate:  “We don’t know what we know until we say it, write it or think it.”  Thus if a book is read not just as a source of someone else’ ideas, but as a tool leverage our own experience, emotions, intuitions and creative powers, we can amplify our learning from every book we read.  To do this takes patience, practice and time.  It is an example of learning how to learn and each reader will have to develop his/her own techniques:  Techniques that are comfortable and fit individual learning preferences.

The above examples are not meant to be definitive.  They hope to suggest the sometime invisible situations that can be used by professionals who seriously want to maximize learning and are willing to put personal effort into answering the question:  “How can I gain the maximum knowledge from this specific situation?” 
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