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Preface


This book has been written for adults who are worried or anxious about their ability to study effectively. It is aimed at adults in all types of education, from short courses to degree length courses, in further education colleges, universities or within adult education institutions. It will also be of use to adults studying through open, distance or technology enabled learning (e-learning).


This book provides advice and guidance on all aspects of study, from improving writing skills to passing examinations. The information is presented in a clear, accessible way which allows you to dip into the relevant chapters whenever you feel the need to improve certain study skills. As such, it is a practical handbook which will be of use throughout your studies.


As an adult you may find that studying puts extra demands on you, both physically and emotionally. Perhaps you are trying to study while holding down a full-time job, or you may be trying to juggle family responsibilities with study. This book acknowledges the fact that adults face extra pressures, and provides advice and guidance on how to cope with this while studying.


I have been a researcher and tutor working with adult learners for over nineteen years. My experiences have helped me to put together this book with adults’ hopes, fears, aspirations and goals at the forefront of its design and content. All the examples and quotations used in this book have been gathered over the last nineteen years and during the research for my doctorate.


I hope that you find this book interesting and useful and that you are able to refer to it often throughout your course. Good luck with your studies.


Catherine Dawson




[image: image]


Learning How to Learn


Many adults who have been out of the education system for some time are concerned about their ability to learn effectively. They worry that their brains have ‘gone stale’ or that you ‘can’t teach an old dog new tricks’. However, this is not the case. Anyone of any age has the capacity to learn – we all continue learning throughout our lives.


Yet, for your learning to be both efficient and effective, it is important to think first about how you learn. By doing this you will find that you understand your learning better, your studies become more enjoyable and you are able to learn more in less time. This chapter provides advice and guidance about learning how to learn.



WHAT IS ‘LEARNING’?


Learning is not just about memorising facts. It also includes the development of skills, knowledge, critical thinking and power of argument. Learning also helps us to carry out tasks more successfully and more efficiently. Learning can be divided into three areas:


♦   Learning which helps you improve your physical abilities. At school you might have been taught how to play netball, football or hockey. You might have had swimming lessons as a child. Indeed, as a very young child you learned how to stand, walk, run and hop.


♦   Learning which helps you to develop and increase your knowledge. Everything you know has been learned at some stage in your life.


♦   Learning which helps you to change your attitude and beliefs. This could be in a formal learning setting – you might have been taught something by a school teacher which made you change your mind about something in which you believed, or you may have experienced a situation that tested your existing assumptions, helped you to learn something new and changed your attitudes.



RECOGNISING PRIOR EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING


When we return to learning we carry with us all the baggage of our previous learning experiences. For some adults these experiences will be negative, whereas for others they may be positive. Most adults, however, will be able to draw on both positive and negative experiences, all of which can help you to evaluate and improve your learning.


It is important that you can learn from all your experiences, and, as an adult, you have a great deal of experience on which to draw. Experiences are not just about the acquisition of knowledge, but about the process through which you move to acquire this knowledge. For example, you may have tried to learn French at school but think that you were not very successful because you didn’t pass your O Level or GCSE. However, you went through the process of learning a language, and as an adult you can draw on this learning experience. You might decide to learn Spanish because you go on frequent holidays to Spain – your motivation levels are much higher, you are interested in the language and you have your school experiences on which to draw. All this should contribute towards a positive learning experience.


If you are new to your subject area, you may think that you have no knowledge of your subject. However, you almost certainly will have some knowledge, although you may not have recognised this. Your interest in the subject must have developed from somewhere – perhaps it was a television programme or a newspaper article. If this is the case you will have information about the subject stored somewhere in your memory. As your course progresses, you will find that this previously stored knowledge filters through into your studies and helps you with your reading and essay writing.



EVALUATING YOUR PRIOR LEARNING


To help you think about your ability to learn, think about all the times when learning has been successful and all the times when learning has been unsuccessful. Table 1 provides an example of this exercise from Alice, a 31-year-old mother of two, enrolled on an access course.


Alice was surprised to find that she had more items of successful learning than she had of unsuccessful learning, especially as she had considered herself to be a ‘failure’ at school.








	
SUCCESSFUL LEARNING



	REASONS FOR SUCCESS







	Passed driving test.


	Good instructor; enjoy driving and need to drive.







	Raised two children.


	Love my children and want the best for them.







	Remember telephone numbers and addresses.


	Important to keep in contact with people; find it easy to remember names and numbers.







	Passed secretarial course.


	Needed to pass course to get a job; enjoyed college and had a good tutor.







	Learned routines and processes at work.


	Wanted to do well in my job; needed the money; enjoyed working at that place – made work easier and more comfortable when I knew what I was doing.







	Obtained lifesaving badges.


	Parents told me how important it was and paid for lessons; enjoyed swimming; knew it might save my life.







	Passed Geography, Art, English and Biology O Levels.


	Enjoyed the subjects; was good at art; liked the teachers.







	 


	 







	UNSUCCESSFUL LEARNING


	REASONS FOR FAILURE







	Failed O Level Maths, Cookery and Needlework.


	Found maths very hard. Didn’t like cookery and needlework and was forced to take those subjects. Didn’t like the teacher or the way she taught.







	Tried to teach myself Spanish.


	Lack of motivation; I was unconfident and I am not a good teacher!











Table 1. Evaluation of prior learning


From the above exercise it becomes clear that for successful learning to take place, the following should occur:


♦   The skills to be learned are relevant to you and your needs.


♦   You are interested in your learning.


♦   You are motivated to learn.


♦   You can learn to use these skills in different contexts and activities.


♦   You are actively involved in the learning process.


♦   You are able to think, develop and work at your own pace.


♦   You feel comfortable in your learning environment.


♦   You are comfortable with the instructor, teaching methods and/or teaching materials.


Learning can be unsuccessful for the following reasons and it is important to notice that some of these reasons are through no fault of your own:


♦   Poor teaching methods and/or materials.


♦   Uncomfortable learning environment.


♦   Lack of confidence.


♦   Low opinion of self and ability.


♦   Stress.


♦   Lack of motivation and interest.


♦   Irrelevance to life and interests.


♦   Forced to do something you don’t want to do.


An important part of learning how to learn is the development of self-evaluation skills. It is useful to do this at the start of your course as it will help you to think about your prior experience in relation to the subjects you hope to study. However, it is useful to continue this self-evaluation throughout your course. One way to do this is through keeping a learning diary which is discussed in Chapter 3.



RECOGNISING YOUR LEARNING STYLE


Over recent years a great deal has been written about individual learning styles. Some people believe that the learning style you were born with remains the same throughout your life, whereas others believe learning styles can and will change as you grow older.


Today, on the internet, there are a variety of surveys which will help you to start thinking about your preferred learning style. Just type ‘Learning Style Survey’ into a search engine and see what comes up. I have tested two of these surveys and they are both fairly accurate in terms of my learning style. Have a go at filling them in – it’s an interesting exercise because it makes you think about the way you retain information. However, you should remember that this type of online survey can be open to misinterpretation and error – don’t take the results too seriously.


An awareness of your learning style may help to point you in the direction of the right course and could help to overcome problems you might experience due to a mismatch in teaching and learning styles. However, good tutors will recognise that people learn in different ways and they will tailor their teaching methods to the learning style and preferences of people in their class. If they don’t do this, students will not enjoy their learning and find it an unfulfilling and dissatisfying experience. Often, older students perceive this to be a problem with their personal ability to learn, thinking that their brains are getting ‘woolly’ due to their age. However, this is not the case. Instead, problems such as this may arise because of the teaching style of the tutor and not because of your ability to learn.


When thinking about your learning style, it might help to ask yourself the following questions:


1)   Do I prefer to work through problems myself or do I prefer to discuss them with other people?


2)   Do I rush into solving a problem immediately, or do I prefer to sit back and think about all the options first?


3)   Do I prefer practical experimentation or do I like to think about theoretical issues?


4)   Do I try to be objective and detached or do I like to form relationships and share my personal opinions?


5)   Do I prefer working with figures or words?


6)   Do I like to be team-leader, led by others or work on my own?


7)   Am I a good team-player? What role do I take within a team?


8)   Do I like to read about an issue first, or discuss it first with other people?


9)   What method of teaching did I most prefer at school? Why was this?


10)  What method of teaching did I least prefer at school? Why was this?


11)  Do I always believe what I am told or do I have to check it out for myself?


12)  Do I think problems through step-by-step or do I prefer to view the whole picture?


13)  Do I see a new situation as a challenge or as a barrier?



IMPROVING CONCENTRATION AND MEMORY


Everyone can improve their memory. Indeed, some people believe that there is no such thing as bad memory – instead people just use their memory badly.


Our memory is made up of two main parts – the short-term memory and the long-term memory. In the short-term memory we store facts and ideas for as long as we need to apply them. In the long-term memory we store information that we will use at a later stage. To pass information from the short-term memory to the long-term memory we have to practise what we have learned. This involves careful reflection and analysis, thinking about what we have learned, writing about the concepts and ideas and understanding them. It may also involve some form of repetition and rote learning, especially in the case of facts and figures.


There are four parts to developing an effective memory:


♦   Information is received through various ways – the eyes, ears, touch, smell and taste. However, to receive information effectively, we must be open to receiving the information. This means that the information we wish to receive must have some personal relevance and we must be paying attention to what we are receiving.


♦   The information is stored in our memory in an effective manner. This will depend upon the type of information we are receiving. Facts and figures may have to be repeated over and over again, ideas and concepts may have to be thought about, written about and discussed. The storage of information is more effective if we understand what we are storing.


♦   The information has to be stored in an appropriate place within our memory. This involves a process of organisation where ideas are related to each other. It is easier to remember things if we can relate it to past experience and knowledge.


♦   We must be able to retrieve effectively the information when it is required. This may involve practice in recalling information and regularly reviewing the information we have stored.


As we have seen earlier, people learn in different ways. This affects the way we remember. For example, some people will find it much easier to remember faces whereas others find it easier to remember names. Your memory can be improved by understanding the learning style which helps you to take in and retain information in the most effective way. If you consider multi-sensory modes of learning – including sight, sound and touch – interest is added to the learning process and information is retained more effectively. Research has shown that school children find it easier to learn if it is possible to see, hear, say and touch the relevant materials. Learning can also be enhanced by the use of movement, such as that found in dance and drama.


For adults, information retention can be enhanced with the use of auditory and visual modes of learning – for example, learning rhymes to help you remember, or using visual images such as videos and slides. Do you remember the colours of the rainbow through the name ROY G. BIV, do you sing the song, or do you use the phrase ‘Richard of York gave battle in vain’? If you find the method that suits you, it will help your memory to become more efficient and effective.




Tips for Improving Memory


Understand thoroughly what is to be remembered. If in doubt discuss it with your tutor and/or other students.


Only remember important and useful facts verbatim. Don’t waste time trying to memorise facts and figures that you will not use.


If you have to remember something verbatim, try remembering at different times, for example when you are doing the housework or collecting the children from school.


Try to study first the information you wish to retain the longest.


If you find it easier to think in pictures, try to represent the information graphically and then commit the image to memory. Some people find it useful to draw pictures, while others prefer to imagine them. A pictorial representation does not have to be realistic – often the more unusual, the easier it is to remember.


If the material is very important, over-learn to keep the information fresh in your mind and return to the information on several occasions.


Find an interest in the material to help you to remember.


If you think in words, make a list of key words and organise it in a way that is meaningful to yourself – this might be alphabetically or so that the words produce a story.


Make associations with the words – the stronger the association, the more you will remember.


Think of an acronym to help you remember – this is a word or a group of words made from a longer message. Because it is shorter, it is easier to remember. The acronym doesn’t have to make sense – it just needs to work for you.


Think of a rhyme to help you remember. This method has been used for centuries.


Discuss the idea with a friend or relative. Try explaining it out loud as this will help you to remember. Recitation in front of someone who can correct you is a useful way to aid memory.






TRAINING YOUR MIND TO LEARN


One of the most important parts of training your mind to learn is to recognise and take control of those factors that distract you from your learning. Chapters 2 and 3 consider environmental distractions and those caused by other people, but perhaps even more powerful are those influenced by our own minds and bodies. Examples of these distractions are listed in Table 2 below.
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Table 2. Learning distractions


Create a similar table and fill it with your personal distractions. Once you have recognised these distractions you will be able to resolve the problems by tackling them one at a time. Start with those that are easy to rectify such as having your eyesight and hearing checked. Other identifiable problems will decline or be reduced as your course progresses and you become more familiar and comfortable with the learning environment.


SUMMARY


This chapter has discussed the importance of learning how to learn. By understanding the way in which you learn you can begin to learn more efficiently. This will help you to learn more in less time and enable your studying to become more effective and successful. Learning includes the development of skills, knowledge, critical thinking and powers of argument. To help your learning you need to recognise and evaluate your prior learning and come to understand your individual learning style. Another key factor in the learning process is the ability to train your mind, improve your concentration and memory and keep yourself free from distraction.


The following chapter offers further advice on coping with distractions. It also discusses the issues of personal health and the importance of creating a comfortable study environment.
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Preparing for Study


For successful study to take place you need to prepare carefully. This includes emotional, psychological, physical and environmental preparation. In other words you need to adopt a constructive attitude with high levels of motivation, maintain your health and create a working space conducive to learning. This chapter provides advice on how to go about preparing yourself, and others around you, for study.



MAINTAINING HEALTH


You need to make sure that you maintain your health at levels suitable to aid your studies. This is not to say that people with poor health cannot study – of course they can. However, you need to make sure that your health does not have an adverse influence on your studies. As an adult you know the importance of diet, exercise and sleep. Don’t let your studies take over your life so much that you neglect these activities – they are so important to your physical wellbeing.
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