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WHAT READER’S ARE SAYING ABOUT WISDOM UNIVERSITY


“I have most of the ebooks & audiobooks that Wisdom University has created. I prefer audiobooks as found on Audible. The people comprising Wisdom University do an excellent job of providing quality personal development materials. They offer value for everyone interested in self-improvement.”

—Neal Cheney, double major in Computer-Science & Mathematics, retired 25yrs USN (Nuclear Submarines) and retired Computer Programmer

“WU is for anyone who wants to do online courses at their own pace .”

—María Hernández, Ireland, 45 years old, Bachelor Degree

“Wisdom University embodies an innovative and progressive educational approach, expertly merging deep academic insights with contemporary learning techniques. Their books are not only insightful and captivating but also stand out for their emphasis on practical application, making them a valuable resource for both academic learning and real-world personal development.”

—Bryan Kornele, 55 years old, Software Engineer from the United States

“WU provides excellent thought provoking and incisive books. They have a high rate of turnout and I am glad they have started doing audio books. I recommend their books to anyone wanting to improve themselves young or old. You are never too old to learn.”

—Mike, 58 years old from Buckinghamshire (England), IT Consultant

“I have been reading books from Wisdom University for a while now and have been impressed with the CONDENSED AND VALUABLE INFORMATION they contain. Reading these books allows me to LEARN INFORMATION QUICKLY AND EASILY, so I can put the knowledge to practice right away to improve myself and my life. I recommend it for busy people who don't have a LOT of time to read, but want to learn: Wisdom University gives you the opportunity to easily and quickly learn a lot of useful, practical information, which helps you have a better, more productive, successful, and happier life. It takes the information and wisdom of many books and distills and organizes the most useful and helpful information down into a smaller book, so you spend more time applying helpful information, rather than reading volumes of repetition and un-needed filler text.

—Dawn Campo, Degree in Human psychology and Business, Office administrator from Utah

“WU’s emails discuss interesting topics. They have good offers. I can recommend the books to my My friends and relatives.”

—Wilbur Dudley, Louisiana (USA), 77, BS in Business Administration and DBA, retired

“I wanted to read some books about thinking and learning which have some depth. I can say "Wisdom University" is one of the most valuable and genuine brands I have ever seen. Their books are top-notch at kindle. I have read their books on learning, thinking, etc. & they are excellent. I would especially recommend their latest book "Think Like Da Vinci" to those who want to have brilliant & clear thinking.”

—Sahil Zen, 20 years old from India, BSc student of Physics

“WU is a provider of books regarding mental models, thought processes, organizational systems, and other forms of mental optimization. The paradigmatic customer likely is to be someone in an early- to mid-career stage, looking to move up the ranks. Ultimately, though, the books could be of use to everyone from high school students to accomplished executives looking for ways to optimize and save time.”

—Matthew Staples, 45, Texas (USA), Juris Doctor, Attorney


INTRODUCTION


Jack was convinced he needed to trade in his security uniform for a job in computer programming. “That’s where the real money is,” he thought. He was tired of walking through dimly lit hallways of office buildings, checking security cameras, and being up all night. He’d heard rumors online and through conversation about people making more money than they knew what to do with by writing code, and he was excited about that possibility for himself, not to mention the ability to sleep when it was dark outside.

When he finished his first rounds at work that night, he sat down in front of the security monitors and opened the browser on his phone to start his search. He typed in “affordable online computer programming courses,” and in an instant, he was scrolling through hundreds of search results. Jack had no idea if he needed a degree from a college or university or if the fast-tracking cheap courses he was seeing results for would be enough. If Jack was really honest, he didn’t even know what about computer programming he wanted to learn. He realized that if he knew nothing about the skill, he wouldn’t be able to determine which course or program was the right one.

Jack refined his search. He typed “computer programming courses for beginners.” Hundreds of new results surfaced, again showing results from universities, colleges, and independent learning platforms. Key phrases like “computer programming,” “coding,” and “web developer” were sprinkled throughout the results, and Jack panicked. What was the difference between coding, programming, and developing? How would he determine which one to focus on? What if he learned coding and it ended up not being what he needed to succeed in the field of computer programming? Jack found himself overwhelmed. He didn’t actually know any computer programmers; he had only heard rumors of them. Simply figuring out what courses to take and from what institution would require more work than he anticipated. Jack needed to research what computer programming entailed and the differences between the terms appearing in his search results before learning the skills for a new career.

Discouragement set in. Jack had never been a strong student, constantly getting distracted because he wanted to do something instead of sitting at a desk and listening to a teacher drone on so he could answer some questions on a test. He didn’t relish the idea of researching or spending time and energy on a course that felt academic.

Jack tried one more search: “affordable hands-on computer programming courses for beginners.” He was sure that would narrow his results. To his dismay, the search engine once again produced hundreds of results just as ambiguous as the first two searches. Jack sighed; he felt there was only one way to move forward. He picked his grandma’s lucky number and counted 17 search results down, landing on a link that advertised a programming boot camp for beginners. Jack opened the link and started his digital self-learning journey by signing up and committing a good portion of his last paycheck to the cost of the course.

Whether Jack successfully reaches his goals depends on much more than his grandma’s lucky number, but his story can feel familiar to many people who desire to improve their knowledge and skills. It can be a scary process to face some of the challenges associated with teaching oneself something new or even coming to terms with areas of growth that surface during that learning process. The choices available for courses on almost every subject imaginable are overwhelming, and knowing where to begin can feel like a bigger task than learning the skill one sets out to gain.

Taking online courses seems commonplace as employers regularly ask employees to take quick online courses for things as simple as office safety training or learning a new computer program. Podcast hosts rave about the learning platforms they use to increase their knowledge, and it seems everyone knows at least one or two people who have taken an online course. With such a prevalence, it can feel like taking an online course should be as easy as picking a reputable learning platform and hunkering down to read, watch some videos, and maybe complete a couple of assignments. It is not this simple, though.

My introduction to online courses happened when I was in high school and online learning was just beginning to exist. At fifteen years of age, I was unprepared to tackle the challenges of learning on my own, isolated from friends and school resources. I experienced every struggle associated with digital learning, including suffering the slow webpage loading problems associated with dial-up connections. I failed one course, dropped another, and found myself frantically working from early morning until late at night to complete the last one on time. Although to some it might seem that one of three courses was a failure, I was forced to confront my attitude about learning and my habits head-on, and I made changes because of it. I also learned how to focus for long periods of time and to motivate myself. As much as those long days were hard, it felt amazing when they were over and I had accomplished my goal. That feeling set me up for success in my future education, both in-person and online.

In university, I was determined to fast-track through my undergraduate degree to make up for my lost year in high school. I took a few online courses to help meet that goal. My approach to these courses was much different as I applied my knowledge and understanding about studying, learning, time management, and focus to those courses, and I finished each one with grades I was proud of. Once I graduated from teacher’s college, I continued my digital learning journey with courses in special education and English Language Learning specializations. Since then, online learning has become prevalent, and I have taken numerous online courses to meet the requirements of my employers. I have approached each online learning opportunity with a dedication to focus, scheduling time to complete the course. Even when the content has felt redundant (like yearly workplace safety courses), or hasn’t been particularly engaging (like company professional behaviour policies), my approach leads to success in completion.

Online learning takes hard work from the very first steps to the very end. One needs determination to push through the challenges of balancing life and managing one’s time. Feelings of isolation can hinder one’s progress, reducing motivation as one wonders if anyone else is experiencing the same challenges with content or concepts. But hard work, determination, and focus aren’t impossible for anyone, and the people who display these qualities through digital self-learning will reap the benefits as they do more than learn something new.

Digital self-learning will result in the ability to organize life and work and create personal and professional goals that guide choices about behavior. People engaged in digital self-learning will learn how to focus in a world full of distractions, paying attention to details as they connect their previous knowledge to their learning. The journey will strengthen problem-solving skills as it forces people to choose the right resources to help them work through challenges (academic or personal). Digital self-learning also forces critical thinking through the examination of information from multiple perspectives to ensure accurate knowledge attainment. And most of all, when someone sets themselves up for success by practicing these skills, they will gain confidence in their competence and intelligence. These valuable skills will translate into their work life, personal life, and continued learning.

This book will teach you how to approach a digital self-learning journey, and it is a journey in every sense of the word. It won’t be easy or short, and nor should it be. No one can get very far by only taking a few steps; a journey takes time and effort and requires commitment to grow. Despite feeling like I have mastered learning in a digital environment for myself, digital self-learning still feels unfamiliar when I am teaching a class through a computer screen. Translating the skills people need to learn into a course that teaches them to students without the failure rate I first experienced is not simple, but it is vital to increased success. Understanding what digital self-learning can look like helps instructors design good courses and helps students pick good courses. So, this book also covers what digital self-learning is, how it evolved within the history of education, and how to stay motivated and learn deeply so that knowledge is internalized and applicable in various real-life circumstances. Lastly, this book will give you a starting point for choosing the right learning path amid an overwhelming number of options.

This book is not for someone who isn’t already committed to their self-learning journey. It is for people who desire to grow and improve. It is for lifelong learners who want to do it better and those who have tried and failed at digital self-learning. Like Jack and myself, many people have walked naively into self-learning, hoping for the best possible outcome. Some achieve it, and others don’t. Failures and successes sprinkle my experience with digital self-learning, and I write from this experience, hoping to better prepare others for their journeys. If you are ready to start your journey, this is a good place to begin. Enjoy your reading!
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BEYOND BYTES
REDEFINING SELF-LEARNING BY DEFINING DIGITAL LEARNING IN THE NEW ERA OF SKILL ACQUISITION


“What experience do you have with teaching online classes?” I froze. The interview was going well, and so far, I was confident in my answers. I knew I was a good teacher, a good instructor who cared about student progress. I worked closely with all my students and encouraged them to grow in their skills and knowledge. But most of my experience was face-to-face. I knew I was supposed to give them confidence by making connections and being as specific as possible, but how could I reassure them I could do what I’d never done before? I’ve never been great at lying, so I threw what I knew—I should say—out the window and was honest.

“Not much,” I admitted with a wry smile. I continued by saying I’d learned a great deal as I taught online that summer, but previous to that, it was a rushed response to schools shutting down during the pandemic. I admitted that I never had time to explore what online education could look like for students.

I didn’t get the job. The interviewers chose someone with more experience teaching online, and I couldn’t blame them. Despite being great in front of a class, I knew I lacked an understanding of what it means to learn (and teach) online. I didn’t know much about designing online courses for students despite having taken my high school and university partially online (many years before the pandemic and that interview). I knew that traditional education and digital instruction to promote learning should be different; I just wasn’t exactly sure how. But that interview wasn’t the end of my online learning road nor my teaching career. Instead, it offered a branch in the road that allowed me to explore what education looks like now and how it could look in the future. I began exploring what it means to learn for my students and myself. I reflected on how I best learned, which methods of studying were most productive and effective for me, and which ways of learning offered me the most joy. I had to admit that although I’d had some incredible learning experiences in traditional face-to-face instruction, I didn’t always learn best sitting at a desk in a classroom or lecture hall.

This reflection about my learning left me thinking about its application in the classes I taught (and would teach in the future). I had to start exploring the world of learning beyond what I knew if I wanted to stay current and, ultimately, to offer my students opportunities to learn in ways that worked for them. I explored what self-learning was through the perspective of my own experience. I discovered how technology had transformed the world of self-learning and the possibilities that existed outside of traditional education.

In the end, I didn’t learn that traditional education was a negative or outdated mode of instruction. Instead, I learned that whatever the mode of delivery, the course design and the learning psychology behind it is what proves to be effective in meeting learning outcomes.1 If both a traditional and online self-learning course have those as the foundation, a student's success depends on other attributes of each method and a learner's needs. Understanding what self-learning and digitalization are and how they work together is essential to taking advantage of self-learning, making the right course choices, and using the existing technology.

Self-learning and digitalization explained

The term “self-learning” might seem like it possesses a simple definition: learning by oneself. However, the definition encompasses much more than learning independently—although that is part of it. Many people are programmed to assume learning means gaining knowledge of information or a physical procedure (how to cook an egg, for instance). Learning is more than acquiring knowledge. It is a process that requires attaining information and then internalizing it to remember and apply it when needed in novel situations.2 In traditional instruction, teachers guide these processes, and learners follow them without thinking about it. Teachers provide the information in one form or another (textbooks, handouts, lectures, and many more). Then, teachers lead activities or assignments to help students understand the significance and application of the information in school and real life. Few students consider how teachers plan each lesson, unit, or semester with the final learning outcomes in mind.

In the case of self-learning, there may not be an instructor guiding this process. Some learning platforms have courses designed by instructors, although the instructors are not available to guide students one-on-one. Other online courses are simply a repository of information for learners to work through. In some instances, self-learning requires people to build their course based on self-determined outcomes. As a result, unlike traditional educational institutions, self-learning takes on a different character and includes “self-driven” and “self-facilitated” learning.

Self-driven learning requires learners to ensure they process the content or information presented to them so they remember it and it becomes useful. This type of learning is often not connected to traditional and formal educational institutions, so learners access various sources to gather and confirm information. When the learner facilitates self-learning, people assess their knowledge in applicable real-life situations. They can then look at their areas for improvement and strength and continue their learning through self-reflection.2 It’s important to note here that understanding education through the lens of epistemology (or the academic field that focuses on ways of knowing and encompasses methods of education outside of school buildings) allows for a broader understanding of what knowledge looks like and how to attain it.3 The value of various forms of education and ways of learning information cannot be ignored in a world that is changing faster than humans can catch up with.4 Self-driven and self-facilitated learning, coupled with digitalization, offers humanity an unprecedented opportunity to gain knowledge and understanding previously unavailable or difficult to attain.

Just as self-learning is a complex term, so is “digitalization.” Digitalization doesn’t simply refer to taking things that can be traditionally held in hand (like a letter or an old newspaper article) and converting them to digital format. Instead, it transforms entire processes using digital technologies and forms. This transformation requires a reconstruction, often from the ground up. It doesn’t simply mean adding a few digital elements or technologies but changing the basis of the entire platform.5 Gartner, a leading business consulting company, defines digitalization as “the use of digital technologies to change a business model and provide new revenue and value-producing opportunities.”6 Although their definition refers strictly to business, the concept presented is transferable to education: digitalization of education means using digital technologies to change the traditional educational structure to provide new value-producing opportunities for learners. It means a reconstruction of how learning happens. It means that people can learn in ways they have never considered possible. And it means that learners can delve into a course they will find value in without an instructor defining that value for them. Learners can gain an advantage with the existing technology to make the most of self-driven learning in a digital world—they can engage in digital self-learning in a capacity that has never before been available.

There have been giant leaps in self-learning and digitalization of education in the past twenty years, but that doesn’t mean it is the right choice for every learner. People must understand what each method offers before deciding which is best for their current needs.

Traditional vs. Online instruction: A comparison

The differences between traditional face-to-face instruction and digitalized self-learning are not as stark as one might think. The tools used for online learning are often incorporated into face-to-face learning as instructors use the technology available to them and their students to draw learners' attention to particular course content, practice skills online, and even access texts that are not in textbooks. Students often must use computers and programs to complete assignments, and access to computers for researching and learning subject matter independently is a regular part of the traditional classroom. In these ways, traditional learning now mirrors many of the characteristics of online learning. These similarities blur the lines between what once defined traditional education and digital self-learning (or even online courses). However, there are differences and characteristics unique to each way of learning, and these differences can significantly impact achieving one’s learning outcomes.

The similarities and differences are essential to consider in conjunction with personal preferences and needs when choosing which method of education to pursue. What worked at one point in a person’s life may not work with their current situation. If online education worked well for someone in university, they can’t assume it will still work for them. They may now have children at home that distract them from completing the work or prevent them from focusing on what they need to do. They may also find themselves more exhausted at the end of the day and unable to concentrate or give the appropriate time and energy to process and internalize the information. In this case, it may work better for them to be accountable to a scheduled in-person class. On the other hand, someone might find the flexibility of an online course more conducive to completing their work once their kids are in bed or before they wake up. Awareness of one’s life circumstances and understanding what each method of education might look like will help one make the right choice for continued learning.

The characteristics of traditional instruction

Traditional instruction is what most people think about when they hear the word “school.” There is a physical building where people attend classes with tangible materials as learning resources and assignments. People are face-to-face, and the entire experience occurs outside the learners’ homes. This vision of school, however, is missing the technology that now permeates traditional classrooms. Often, students sit at desks or tables with laptops in front of them, smartphones open to various educational apps, and tablets with access to course materials and resources. With these tools in use, teachers provide content to students, taking time in class to teach course material and concepts, overview assignments, and provide students time to work on applying their new knowledge. This form of instruction with the teacher as a guide has permeated learning institutions since the start of formal schooling, and for good reason. It can work very well for students. There is a growing belief that formal in-person education isn’t as effective as it needs to be, though. An increasingly digital world means the ability to learn independently of a classroom teacher is increasingly important. In addition, more information is now known and has been added to many curriculums. Traditional methods of learning often provide limited class time. and teaching course material or test preparation takes too much time away from applying knowledge to solidify learning and practice valuable skills. Online learning is seen as a solution to these limits since instructors can supplement information taught in class and encourage independent learning.7 But one must be careful not to make sweeping generalizations. There is room for improvement, of course, as with any formalized institution; however, there are elements of traditional instruction that cater to students who struggle with other learning methods.

Sitting alone in front of their computer while searching for information or working through course material is difficult for many people. Their focus strays, they question the relevance of the information, and they doubt their interpretation of that information. People who struggle in this way need access to an instructor who can answer their questions almost immediately, even sitting with them to help them focus and clarify when there is any confusion. Also, teachers can see in real-time whether the learner is grasping the idea, ensuring no learner is left behind. Similarly, students can use their classmates as resources, asking them questions and collaborating to provide a broad understanding from multiple perspectives. People can bring up new ideas to discuss. Clarification is immediate, and a sense of community exists within the classroom walls. This sense of community helps keep one accountable and motivated as they work with others on the same project or assignment.

In addition to having in-person access to a teacher, the course materials in traditional education are put together and reviewed by a team of trained instructors to ensure the material meets the learning goals and is appropriate for the course, the learner’s developmental stage, and the learning outcomes associated with the material. This process means it is vetted and sure to be relevant and accurate while also synthesizing the information available on the topic for the learner. The teacher delivers this material as an expert in the subject area with an additional understanding of how to implement teaching techniques and course design to maximize student learning within the timeframe of the course. Students work within the parameters the teacher sets in a classroom. They follow instructions for activities and assignments and go to the same class at the same time in the same place for a set number of days. After that time, the course is complete, and students can presumably move on to the next level of study.

In traditional education settings, teachers often work to incorporate multiple ways of learning and practice into their courses, hoping each student can approach the content in a way that makes sense to them. Unfortunately, this doesn’t always play out in reality, especially as learners juggle their education and other aspects of their lives. The set and structured methods that define traditional education can sometimes feel inflexible, assuming that people’s lives will revolve around education rather than education revolving around life. Online learning, on the other hand, offers a flexibility that traditional learning cannot.

Online education and digital self-learning

Unlike traditional education, online learning offers flexible solutions to some issues created by fixed times, physical location, and even tight budgets. Online courses, especially those offered for digital self-learners, often do not require a physical textbook or course pack. Instead, they use only digitized materials that are accessible for free. These include online articles, videos, and websites often used as supplementary materials in traditional courses in addition to a required text. For students with financial constraints, this means greater access to knowledge at a more affordable price. Using the internet as a textbook also means exposure to more up-to-date information and perspectives than might be represented within a text. Instructors can choose which resources they want to use within their course to meet the learning goals for students rather than be limited to the resources selected for them by textbook creators, school administrators, or school districts. Digital self-learners reap these benefits as well.

In addition, online learning often offers learners options for communication with instructors. Some online classes will hold live lectures via a video conference platform. If students can attend these, they have access to ask questions or receive clarification they might need. Students must wait to ask those questions if lectures do not happen daily. In other cases, lectures are prerecorded, and students must watch them independently. In these cases, students can ask questions via email and wait for an instructor’s response, which may not be immediate. Some courses also offer a question forum, or “frequently asked questions” section. In these cases, learners may have access to answers more quickly than having to wait for an instructor’s response. No matter which format a course offers, with good time management, learners can plan their assignments and due dates to allow time for instructor response times.

In online classes where the instructor is not available live, the teachers act as learning guides rather than the authority on the subject. They provide direction for students without telling them how to interpret the information or what to think about it. They provide the learning resources and tools that students must make use of themselves. In this way, online learning moves students closer to self-directed learning as they make sense of the materials and information based on their understanding. This aspect of online learning offers a form of personalization that allows learners to work through the course at their own pace during a time of day that works best for them. They can complete the work from home, the library, a coffee shop, or sitting on a beach (mostly, if they have internet access). In addition, online learning is moving to a place of complete personalization based on a person’s former knowledge. For example, Techlabs is a non-profit company that has designed courses that acknowledge previous understanding through an assessment. After the evaluation, they provide course content that meets the learners where they are rather than starting from the ground up (unless that is exactly what they need). In addition, if they aren’t mastering a specific aspect of the course, Techlab gives learners more resources to help them master the content. They will give additional resources until learners master the content and skills they need to achieve their certificate. Although some learners may take much longer than others, this personalization guarantees successful learning because it caters to exactly what a learner needs to learn.8 In their book e-Learning And The Science of Instruction, Ruth Colvin Clark and Richard E. Mayer write, “Research has shown that the learner’s prior knowledge of course content exerts the most influence on learning.”1 The student’s previous knowledge must be considered in planning and implementing a course to ensure higher success rates. Online learning allows this to happen as students can choose what resources they access. Not having to spend time on things they already know can help motivate them as they work through the course. Digital self-learners naturally incorporate their previous knowledge into their learning journey; they seek independent courses that cater to what they want to know and search for online resources that fill their knowledge gaps. In this way, digital self-learners are at an advantage when it comes to successful learning.

In addition to these unique traits of online learning, collaboration with others is not limited to within a classroom as it is with traditional education. Students (digital self-learners or those enrolled in an online course with a formal educational institution, like a college or university) can communicate with students that may be in other countries—and thus, provides perspectives from different backgrounds—since online learning is not confined to a physical building in a single location. Students can share firsthand knowledge of historical events, cultural perspectives, and personal experiences relating to the course content. This collaboration allows students to have their questions quickly answered since they have access to many people. Collaboration can also move beyond the restrictions of a class list, as the course can access experts worldwide through prerecorded guest lectures, videoconferences, and online archives from multiple countries. Although instructors can integrate prerecorded lectures into the traditional classroom, the time limits of a class sometimes restrict the amount of additional expertise covered.

The opportunity to reconstruct the field of education through digitalization offers benefits for educators and learners in both the traditional classroom and online, and it means there is a world of possibility for successful digital self-learning. But digital self-learning isn’t always easy and isn’t always for everyone.

The pros and cons of self-learning

The world of online learning has come a long way since I took my first online courses in high school. However, the benefits it offered me and its pitfalls remain virtually the same. When I was in grade ten, I was diagnosed with a long-term illness with symptoms of intense pain that left me utterly spent when episodes were over. I couldn’t concentrate on my work, and sometimes, I couldn’t even sit on a chair. After talking with the school board about options for continuing my education, they told me the best solution would be to take online classes through another school district (since they didn’t offer any courses online). At that point, online courses were only just emerging on the educational scene, and they were rare, especially in the public education system. Because I loved focusing on a task by myself and learning through reading, practicing, and applying my knowledge, I thought I would excel at online school. I was wrong.

Although the online courses offered me flexibility with place and timing, I struggled to understand the content and follow the solutions provided in the examples. We didn’t have access to other learners, and since it was a different school board, none of my friends were studying the same content I was. I also had to wait for my teachers to answer my emails, and often, their answers didn’t make sense to me since their explanations included references to content and terms I already didn’t understand. I felt alone and hopeless. Of the three courses I took, I dropped one, hired a tutor for another, and scrambled to complete the last one by the deadline, working 16-hour days holed up in my basement to avoid distraction. My first experience with online education was a disaster. I ended up in high school for an extra year to make up for the lack of credits, graduating behind my cohort and all my friends. My experience reflects the common struggle between the benefits and obstacles of digital self-learning.

Benefits of digital self-learning

One of digital self-learning's most significant benefits is its flexibility. There is no set schedule for the class. There may be an end date for the course, but learners manage their time to meet that deadline in a way that works with their responsibilities and life circumstances. They choose their own pace, which enables learners to move through content faster than a teacher would take them through it or slower, taking the time they need to understand and master each topic in the course thoroughly.9 This flexibility encourages student success regardless of their learning style. More successes throughout the course inspire greater motivation, increasing the likelihood that students will not only complete the course with the ability to apply the knowledge gained but also continue studying.

In addition to the flexibility of time online learning offers, it is also inherently more personalized.2 Often, courses will include multiple ways of exploring content and practicing skills. For example, a lesson might offer a video to explain the theory of relativity and a written explanation. It might also include a recorded lecture with multiple opportunities for students to practice and demonstrate their understanding before an assessment. Students can then pick which medium helps them learn and understand the best. They can also use all the mediums to learn, solidifying their knowledge. Some learning platforms assess student understanding before beginning a course and use that information to present only new material and applications to learners (like Techlab), ensuring their time and money are spent efficiently and keeping learners engaged and motivated.8

Although there may not be direct access to an instructor, digital self-learners often have access to other students taking the course through chats or discussions. This online community allows for increased opportunities for collaboration to share information, experiences, and perspectives. With more people engaged, students must think critically about the information they receive.7 In these cases, the students operate as the subject experts, gaining confidence in their ability to solve problems and find solutions because they are the ones doing it, not an instructor.8

Another benefit of digital self-learning is cultivating imperative soft skills like “time management, organization, goal setting, problem-solving… focus, and attention to detail.2 Learners must read instructions, dates, and assessments carefully because they don’t have the opportunity to raise their hands and ask questions in the moment. Missing details, due dates, or instructions directly impact their success in the course. Each student has to direct their attention to the end goals of a unit or class and then work backward to plan the time they will dedicate to learning. They must think about how to juggle their other responsibilities in life with their educational responsibilities and solve problems that come up within the course. When no teacher reminds students what steps of an assignment they should complete or discusses how to approach all their responsibilities, students quickly hone these skills independently.

My experience with online high school courses didn’t discourage me from taking some online courses for my undergraduate degree. Instead, it set me up for success in my next online course as well as all my in-person courses. In my high school online courses, I learned time management the hard way, scrambling to finish my classes on time; in university, I was one of the few students in my first year who planned out my semester’s schedule at the start. Friends complained that they had papers due in a few days that they hadn’t started while I was halfway through the first draft. I learned how to use my free time between classes to work ahead, stay on top of assignments, and provide myself with the resources I needed to understand the content and theory to the point of mastery. My experience with online learning gave me these skills. I efficiently managed my time while juggling six courses each term and organizing my work, life, and school schedules. I knew when and how to take initiative so I didn’t fall behind in my courses or get stuck on a concept I didn’t understand. I learned when it was time to use my resources and ask for help before it was too late. That first disastrous experience with online learning gave me the skills to fast-track through my undergraduate degree, making up for the time I lost in high school due to my poor organization, time management, and focus. Without my epic failure in my first attempt at online schooling, I would not have learned those skills as early as I did—or perhaps I never would have gained them. The online courses I have taken since those first three have all been enjoyable, given me the opportunity to learn from institutions I otherwise never would have attended, and been invaluable to shaping my career. And I finished them all on time, stress-free.

Obstacles of digital self-learning

Few things in life are ideal for everyone. Digital self-learning has drawbacks that learners must be aware of to make the right choice for their education and to avoid the pitfalls described in my first experience with online learning.

One of the biggest obstacles to digital self-learning is the technical equipment needed to take the course or sometimes to excel at it. A digital device that can handle the e-learning platform is essential for accessing materials, lectures, and resources. Although a mobile phone can sometimes access the course platform, it may not be the most intuitive or convenient method. A smaller screen can make more extended readings difficult, although it might work well enough for videos and listening to lectures. Other courses might require learners to have devices they can write on with a digital pen so they can show solutions to math or science problems. These devices are more costly than ones with more basic functions. Someone who wants to access e-learning for budget reasons may have to pay more than anticipated to complete the course. E-learning also requires updated devices, often making older computers or phones incompatible with the course requirements.

Even when one does have the required equipment, technical issues are always a consideration. Computers crash, viruses sneak their way into hard drives and learning platforms, and even the internet goes down sometimes. In the digitalized world, technical issues aren’t an “if.” They are always a “when.” Occasionally, technical issues aren’t caused by outside influences, like busy learning platforms, the internet being down, or a virus that breaches security measures. Technical issues can also surface as students learn how to use the educational platform, which may not be as intuitive as its creators intended.

An important consideration when examining digital self-learning is that not all learning is connected to educational institutions, and sometimes, there is no structured course. The internet offers an unprecedented amount of information to anyone interested. Search engines will bring up hundreds of websites on a single topic instantly. This information, however, is not curated by educational experts, and it includes anything from reliable sources to opinion blogs that may state unfounded ideas as facts. So much information at one’s fingertips is not only challenging to sort through but can also lead to learners feeling overwhelmed as they struggle to find a focus for their learning.9 Too much information is useless without purpose. Curated courses offer purpose–they promise learners a specific outcome.

A specific outcome (or outcomes) integrated into the course is vital for learners because it will support progress and motivation. But a goal for the class is only the beginning. Designing the content that best helps students learn that goal is even more critical. Many platforms exist for digital self-learners that offer online courses with no access to an instructor. Instead, they are repositories of information about a specific topic. Although these courses have a minimal cost, they are often not designed by people trained in education and course design. Although the information they hold is accurate, how one is required to learn it often ignores good instructional design. Unfortunately, bad instructional design results in little performance change.10 Digital self-learners must be astute when choosing which platform to use and where to spend their time and money if they want the most out of their educational experience. They must also know how they process and internalize knowledge and information to apply these concepts independently.

One of the other obstacles to digital self-learning is the inaccessibility of instructors. Some courses do not have instructors, so learners must rely on forums, discussions, or outside sources if they have questions. If the course does have an instructor, they may have limited availability due to time differences or other responsibilities. If someone needs a question answered before continuing in class, they must wait for someone else’s timeline. Feedback can also take longer to get to students, especially if the course has many people in it. Delayed feedback can result in students completing successive assignments without knowing where they might be misunderstanding a concept or snowballing an issue without them even realizing it is snowballing until it is too late.

Experiencing a lack of communication with an instructor and other students can lead to a sense of isolation. Students may feel alone and must solve their problems on their own since no help is available. When students struggling with course content feel this way, their confidence can wane, reducing motivation. Diminished confidence may eventually lead to failure to complete the course and an unwillingness to continue their learning journey.

A person must also honestly consider their time management skills before engaging in digital self-learning, specifically if they choose to enroll in a course with a deadline. If a person does not understand how to schedule their time around their learning and other responsibilities, it will impact their success either academically or in their personal life. One must know the pace at which they learn so they can plan adequate time for their education. Taking an honest look at learning pace may mean giving up an activity they enjoy to spend enough time on education. Giving up something enjoyable can be difficult for many people, but being honest about what is and is not realistic will help maintain focus and motivation in the long run.

Although learning at one’s fingertips, any time, any place seems like the ideal way to learn a new skill, receive training, or gain new knowledge, there are associated difficulties. These obstacles don’t mean people shouldn’t pursue digital self-learning and instead look for a traditional form of education. Learners must weigh the challenges against the benefits to ensure success in meeting their educational goals.

Action Steps

Now that you understand the differences between traditional education and digital self-learning, consider what aspects of each format you enjoy the most. As you search for an online educational platform, consider how the course includes those aspects. If you are instead thinking about facilitating your direction for learning, how might you incorporate those enjoyable aspects into your self-learning? If you like communication and camaraderie, could you find an online forum for discussion or a group of like-minded people in your area to meet with and discuss what you are learning?

No matter what form of education you choose, if you work elements that you enjoy into your learning, you will have a greater chance of success.

Chapter Summary

	Digital self-learning is self-driven education using digital technology to achieve learning goals effectively.

	Traditional instruction encompasses schooling in a physical building with an in-person teacher and time constraints.

	Online instruction uses digitized material and happens entirely with technology and the internet.

	The benefits of digital self-learning include:

	There is greater flexibility in time, place, and content.

	More personalization is available.

	Students are often more motivated toward success.

	There is the possibility of broader collaboration.

	It solidifies time management skills.

	The obstacles to digital self-learning include:

	Expensive technical equipment is often needed.

	There are often technical issues associated with the course.

	There is no guarantee the course is designed effectively.

	It can be isolating due to a lack of communication, which can lead to problems with content and low motivation.

	Time management skills are necessary for success.
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FROM GUTENBERG TO GOOGLE
EMBARK ON A HISTORICAL JOURNEY OF THE TOOLS, TECHNOLOGY, AND GLOBAL SHIFTS THAT SHAPED EDUCATION AS WE KNOW IT


The schoolroom was crowded and noisy, each student working on their own in exercise books with well-worn rounded corners, torn pages, and pencil markings from previous years. Each student held a small slate in their lap, their eyes moving from the exercise book to the slate and back again. Soon, students would start standing up and making their way to the teacher’s desk so he could check their work on the slate to ensure accuracy. Inevitably, at least ten of the students would have done the wrong exercise, having misheard the page number, and he would have to send them back to their desks where they would begin again while the rest of the students moved on. By the end of the day, every student would be in a different place in their exercise booklet. He hated teaching this way but wasn’t sure how else to do it. What resources did he have to address the whole class at once except these books and his voice (which few seemed to listen to anyway)? It was all well and good to tell students to listen carefully and ask them to memorize everything he said, but he knew that, realistically, they absorbed only a little of what he said.

Suddenly, he realized it was time to let the students go. He hadn’t made it through all the students' slates to check their work. “Sir,” said one of his students, “I have to go now to help at home. I’ll just leave my slate here for you to check.” With that, the boy propped his slate against the wall and walked out the door before James could stop him. He sighed as he walked toward the back wall where the boy’s slate stood upright, his work crystal clear on the black surface. James smiled as he held the slate high up against the wall. The boy’s answer was wrong, but the bright white chalk against the dark black slate hung high on the wall was the perfect solution to his problem.

When his students shuffled in the next day, they noticed something different. Small slates hung over the front wall of the schoolroom. Each slate had the name of a country written on it, and everyone could see it at once. The slate in the middle had “Scotland” written clearly on it. The one below had “England,” and the one to the left had “Ireland.” “France,” “Norway,” and “Iceland” were also placed, respectively, creating a map of the world for all the students to see.

It wasn’t long before slates at the front of the room displayed math problems, spelling, and grammar rules with examples relevant to the lives of the students in the class. Schools didn’t need to purchase updated exercise books because the teachers created new models and lessons daily.

[image: An example of an education slate before the blackboard]
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Soon, James wasn’t the only teacher using this method to display material and examples. Teachers could teach more in the timeframe of a school day, and they could teach whole groups of students at once.

Mandatory education in Britain resulted in growing class sizes without increasing budgets. This shift instigated a need for change that James Pillan met by creating the blackboard when he first hung multiple slates on the classroom wall.2 His idea was adopted by teachers worldwide because it proved helpful in their profession and met the changing needs of society. With this innovation, the very structure of education changed.3

The history of education

Education has always reacted to the changes taking place in the world. It has always worked to meet the needs of societies as they arise. From the beginning of humanity, education has helped ensure people can live and thrive in the world, and it has changed as those needs change.

Before tablets and personal laptop computers, before children gathered at schools in big buildings, before paper and pencils, and before paintings on the rough rock walls of caves, there was voice. The voices of wise men and women echoed into subsequent generations, gifting them knowledge of life, love, and Earth. This knowledge passed on through stories told around the fire, in the forest gathering food and resources, in the fields hunting, and in conversations fueled by human survival. These men and women taught children what berries to eat and which ones to leave, which leaves healed which ailments, and which water holes to avoid. They told stories about birth and death and cycles of life.4 This critical knowledge allowed humans to evolve, to grow in strength, and to multiply.

Each succeeding generation valued the echoes of these voices and feared losing the wisdom of those who came before them, so they crushed minerals and mixed them with fat and other elements to form pastes. They found places protected from harsh winds, rain, or snow and drew pictures to represent the knowledge vital to their survival. They smeared images of good water sources, methods of hunting, and important religious rituals onto the uneven surfaces of cave walls or cliffs. These “elements of Earth” became the first chalkboard where those with knowledge could display it for those without.5 This was the second stage of education, the passing of necessary knowledge through pictures and symbols, and it ensured survival. And for a time, this was enough.

But as time passed, the world changed. The human population increased, and people explored beyond what they knew to ease the strain on resources and ensure continued survival. Some groups abandoned the nomadic lifestyle and instead settled in areas that provided for their needs, opting to engage in trade for the resources that were not close at hand. As they traveled and encountered other groups of people, they shared stories of the places they came from, the places they visited, and the people they met, expanding and solidifying language and ways of communicating while adding to the wealth of knowledge to pass on to the people back home. These communities provided a cocoon of safety, and people started thinking about ease of living—about making survival easier. Occupations blossomed that moved communities beyond survival into thriving economies in agriculture, trade, and skills.4 These economies grew into systems that dictated wealth and power for some and not for others. Religions established institutions and temples led by experts in all things spiritual and essential for life. Slowly, with the settlement of people groups, symbols turned into letters representing the sounds of voice.5 The world had changed, and so did the necessity of passing on information for survival. The best water sources were no longer relevant because settlements were beside rivers or had community wells. Avoiding certain berries while foraging didn’t matter as much when people grew fields and gardens of their food. These leaps in civilization brought a new perspective on learning and what knowledge was crucial for which people.4 By the fourth century B.C.E., the foundations for the modern school had been laid.

Ancient societies approached the establishment of schools differently, each one in ways aligning with their culture and way of life. Despite these differences, there were consistencies. Education was about gathering people in one place under the tutelage of an expert to learn about their religion, culture, and skills necessary for advancing their society and economy. Societies created social order and hierarchy as people gained wealth through agriculture and trade. Many societies had found ways to live comfortably. So children sat in sheltered spaces, expectation weighing heavily on their restless bodies, as a priest or an elder spoke to them about what they should know to continue living comfortably. Children memorized, internalized, and used this information later in life.6 However, this way of learning was not for everyone. Since the focus was no longer on which plants would cause sickness or death and which ones would heal, only those who had the potential to advance society in economic, social, and political structures needed this new training. Only those whose parents already had money and influence needed to know how to read, write, and calculate to grow the economy, maintain the social hierarchy, and solidify the political structures through rhetoric. These groups of people didn’t have to learn to farm, labor, or survive; others were doing it for them. The word school evolved from this educational inequality. The Greeks called education “schole,” meaning “leisure.”6 Learning was connected to free time and pleasure, and as such, it was only available to children whose families could afford it. Such methods of education solidified the prestigious families in the hierarchies of societies, creating a social divider that has been resilient throughout time.4

Soon, schools transformed, and restless students had an outlet: copying letters onto wax-covered tablets, clay tablets, bark, papyrus, or large leaves.6 Students copied letters and wrote words on these objects, making writing an ordinary skill for male aristocrats and moving education forward as students could put into practice the information passed on from their teachers. Paper replaced these tablets as material goods, and creation methods trickled through trade routes of what is now modern-day Europe, the Middle East, and Asia.5 Despite this advancement, reference books to look up information were not easily accessible, and memorization was still a primary focus of education.7

The world continued to grow. Societies rose and fell. Kings, Queens, and governments changed. Education remained a boulder, solid amid the stream of civilization. It was still available only to the wealthy. It still focused on memorization and copying. But it couldn’t remain stagnant forever.

Writing by hand to record knowledge on paper or parchments was an arduous process, so it isn’t surprising that people sought to invent a technology that would do the work for them. In 868 A.D., China printed a book using wood block presses and ink. In 1450 A.D., when Johannes Gutenberg invented his printing press, wealthy families in China already had in-home libraries filled with books to showcase their wealth, ensuring their children could read and write and hold prestigious positions in society.8 Gutenberg, however, entered the scene with a printing press and ink specifically designed for metal and molds for the movable metal letters that all aligned to create even spacing and columns. In this way, printing en masse became faster and easier. Pamphlets, newspapers, and books could be printed at record speeds and in volume; they were accessible to anyone who could read. Suddenly, educational resources were easier to print and filled the world with various opinions, perspectives, and a vast pool of knowledge. Schools popped up in communities everywhere as it became easier to teach and resources were more accessible and affordable. More children now had access to education.4 Once again, society had changed, and education needed to respond. With more students than ever attending schools and so much information available to teachers, it was necessary to develop a curriculum for teachers to follow.6 Regulation of education ensured the teachers taught consistent content and only the “right” content. With this, the focus remained on memorization and repetition of information.

European countries found themselves in a colonial race to find new land and new resources that could bring them wealth. Soon, an abundance of new resources instigated the start of the Industrial Age. Industry became increasingly mechanized as technology improved to meet the higher demand and process the increased resources from colonized nations worldwide. These economic developments brought rural families into city centers where parents worked long hours at places they could not bring their children. Kids who were previously socialized by parents who were in close proximity now lacked instruction about behavior, life skills, and morality. Schools solved this problem. Governments saw school as a means of keeping kids off the streets and educating them with the best interest of the state, the church, and the economy in mind. And so, elementary education became mandatory in many places.4 Although this seems like progress in education, compulsory elementary schooling simply reflects the historical use of education to solidify socio-political beliefs throughout a society.9 In addition to the governmental agendas to create required primary schooling, secondary education remained inaccessible to most people. Secondary schools maintained the tradition of learning as “Schole,” available to those who could learn for leisure.6 Since the government wanted schools to produce good and obedient citizens who supported the church, state, and economy, the focus remained on the content taught. The standard curriculum also required common textbooks, and the printing press made that possible.

In the first few years of the 1800s, James Pillans wanted to show his entire class parts of his geography lessons, so he took smaller, framed slates and hung them on the wall so every student could see them at once. This idea soon made it back to America where, in true American fashion, they made it bigger and better, creating the chalkboard and shifting education once again.2 Lessons were now more efficient, and teachers could offer examples beyond the textbook, extending learning through more examples.

The world continued seeing more technological advancement, growing populations, changing economies, and the impacts of enlightenment thinking. As a result of this growth, people faced problems they had never encountered; issues arose that had never existed before. Issues of morality and freedom surfaced, and the negative impact of technology was becoming evident and countering the benefits. By the first decade of the 1900s, the economic divide between social classes was growing, and at the same time, exponentially more children were attending secondary schools while their parents worked. Between 1900 and 1930, the percentage of students between the ages of 14 and 17 attending secondary schools had increased from 11.4% to over 51%.10 The focus on content and memorization of information that had characterized education for centuries hadn’t prepared people for this new world. As a result, people questioned what was necessary for students to learn and for schools to teach.6

People started to distinguish between learning and memorization. How could one memorize war's physical, emotional, social, and economic impacts without integrating discussions of nationalism or morality? The entire social structure of the world was changing, and with it, the idea of what knowledge was and how it was important.10 Educational philosophers like Charles W. Eliot, G. Stanley Hall, William Torrey Harris, and John Dewey started emphasizing reasoning skills so students would avoid believing false ideas that might be spreading and threatening society. These skills required students to observe, classify, categorize, and make inferences based on this information. The ability to communicate clearly and concisely went hand in hand with reasoning. Students must be able to adequately convey their observations and inferences to others rather than simply repeating something someone else has told them.10 The idea of teaching students to think critically about information as the basis of knowledge and education emerged.6

The growing number of students attending school, both elementary and secondary, led to an educational debate about how to teach a wide variety of students: should those students who would not attend college receive the same education and curriculum demands as those who would? Did all kids have an equal ability to learn? How could the educational system provide identical education to students pursuing entirely different paths and adequately prepare them for the future? How could using schools as a mode of political dogma provide adequate knowledge for the world they lived in? What subjects must schools teach for students to acquire the necessary knowledge? Theorists, advocates, and leaders rose, decrying other groups while promoting their ideas. It was amidst this educational and political fray that John Dewey stood. Dewey absorbed the various concepts and theories, reshaped them, and then presented them to the world in a new light so that he became a leader in education. His experimental education paved the way for others to pursue more progressive education methods.10

This foundation slowly widened the lens of education’s focus to include the student's intellectual, social, physical, and emotional aspects. Learning could be about experimentation following scientific principles for discovery, and students could build on previous knowledge, using it for reasoning, making inferences, and thinking critically about what they were learning.6 This approach to learning is recognizable in traditional classrooms today, shaping how teachers plan lessons and create assessments. Yet, the world is once again in a place of change; today's world bears little resemblance to the world of 30 years ago, and what is essential to know is changing again.

The world is now one of constant change fueled by digital technologies. Computer labs exist in every school, and personal laptops or tablets sit on top of desks as students take notes, open documents, and engage with their class. Learning management systems (LMS) have morphed from simple spaces for documents, readings, and quizzes to interactive areas for discussions, live classes,11 collaboration, materials, assignment caches, and grading systems.11 These platforms offer education in a way that was once unimaginable or even unattainable to others. The Internet allows access to these systems from anywhere in the world with a strong Internet connection. In a world where these possibilities exist, education must shift again. There are already movements in the field that require students to take more responsibility for their learning as teachers take a backstage role, guiding the learning process through digitized material, online assignments, and sometimes no live classes.6 In addition to the benefits of mobile education, there is also the possibility of expanding access to education. Despite mandatory school in most countries, The World Bank reports suggest that 53% of the world’s children (mostly in low and middle-income countries) cannot read and understand a simple story by the time they finish primary school.12 These high illiteracy rates, the social changes that have come on the coattails of the pandemic, and the ever-improving technology suggest that the world is at a tipping point in education.

Using technology wisely for education

The technology available for education is staggering to someone who began teaching in the last century. However, there is a tendency for educators to fall into the trap of simply using technology as an engagement tool, hoping that bringing it into the classroom will motivate students to listen, to learn, and to buy into the lesson. They believe that students have lost the ability to focus in school if technology isn’t involved.13 Whether this is true doesn’t matter. What matters is that technology is incorporated into the classroom to promote efficient and successful learning for all students, no matter their ability to focus. The reality is that the world is increasingly reliant on and engaged with technology in various forms, and it is time that education made wise use of it.

The internet and smartphones have made an ocean of information available to anyone at almost any time. This information is current and represents the social and political changes happening in the world in real time.14 Learning needs to be relevant to students, and using the internet and the wealth of information it offers instead of textbooks ensures this. It will also leverage student engagement with technology to promote learning. It is essential to teach students how to sift through vast information to find truth, accuracy, and relevance—something best taught using the very technology those concepts relate to. This issue holds merit for self-learners, too. For as much credible information as is available, there is as much misinformation and disinformation. The ability to differentiate between credible and uncredible information or opinion, and fact is essential if one doesn’t want to learn the wrong thing. Knowing what to look for in relation to course design, who designed it, and what a learning platform offers can help learners make these distinctions. If one develops their learning journey independently, examining multiple sources on a single topic or issue can also help distinguish a source’s credibility.

In addition, countless websites are dedicated to learning, providing a plethora of resources that would be impossible for a person, or even a team of a few teachers, to develop. These websites can engage students in quizzes or games that immerse them in their learning processes and add to their understanding of the concepts they need to know. Technology doesn’t have to be a tool to hook students into a lesson. Instead, it can enhance teaching and learning in ways that are truly meaningful to students, whether one is part of a traditional class or learning on their own.

In addition to the material resources and information available through technology, increased communication and collaboration offer innovative ways for education to happen. Students worldwide can meet online in a single class, bringing new perspectives and information to course content, class assignments, or projects designed to assist learning by applying content knowledge.15 In this context, students can offer firsthand accounts of experiences related to a concept. They can use forums and discussions to ask and answer questions, ultimately increasing their participation in and responsibility for their learning process and solidifying their knowledge.16 Not only does today’s technology allow collaboration and communication between students, but it also enhances the options available to instructors.15 Instead of being the only expert available to teach a class, they can easily have guest speakers worldwide join their classes in a video conference. Students can speak to expert scientists in the field, museum or gallery curators, authors, and poets, or even watch a live concert. The possibilities are endless to enhance student learning and expose them to multiple perspectives with accurate and up-to-date information about the topics studied. Teachers no longer have to be the only ones at the front of the class; they can collaborate with others and use technology to open the world to students. Technology has also made these options available to the general public, allowing self-learners to access the same resources.

Teachers who have taken advantage of technology in these ways have become more effective, reaching more students in their classes and increasing the likelihood of critical thinking in their students by broadening their perspectives and challenging them to learn in new and different ways.17 More and more studies show the benefits of shifting the responsibility of learning from the teacher to the learner.18 Instead of having the teacher present the information and concepts to students, who are then required to absorb it, it is more effective to have the students learn the content and ideas and then engage in teacher-guided activities, assignments, and projects that require them to apply that knowledge.16 In this way, students can review the information on their own time and spend as much or as little time as they need on those materials, taking an active role in their learning. More responsibility for their learning ensures engagement as learners work at a pace that works for them and how they learn. This level of independence improves achievement results for students.17 When this content knowledge is applied in an interactive application, such as a classroom activity designed for students to demonstrate the concept, achievement increases along with student satisfaction with the course.16 This teaching method, where the teacher acts as a guide to students rather than the expert, is much easier to achieve with technology that allows students access to course content at any time from anywhere. This concept is easy for digital self-learners to accomplish as they work through content at their own pace and find ways to solidify that knowledge through independent online quizzes, activities, tests, or even discussions with others on live chats or forums.

The potential for education with the ever-evolving technology designed and redesigned to meet the diverse needs of learners worldwide is limitless. It has the potential to change the structure of the education system as the very definition of education shifts.19 Despite this potential, education isn’t currently there, and technology has posed new challenges as much as new potential.

The pandemic held the world on account

Despite the incredible possibilities, as it has historically, education lags behind the evolution of societal changes and technology, and it often shifts with knee-jerk reactions to significant events.19 Educators scramble to keep up with the ever-changing world that circles the classroom. Jeroen Krouwels has spent his career exploring the use of technology’s potential role in the education systems worldwide, and he laments that educators passed up the chance of a lifetime during the COVID-19 pandemic.19 And he’s right when it comes to formal education.

When the world realized the global spread of COVID-19 was much faster and much worse than anyone thought possible, schools worldwide shut down, bringing education to a standstill while ministries of education and governments figured out how to meet the educational mandates in their countries.12 The Ministry of Education in charge of my school district was no different. It wasn’t long before they decided to take school online. Teachers had one week to prepare for this colossal shift. Most schools used online platforms as digital libraries for resources they would use in class. Google Classroom, Zoom, and MS Teams simply replaced the physical meeting space as teachers continued to share content, lecture, and show examples on tablets instead of whiteboards. Despite my experience with online classes, I remember feeling completely lost. Students now learning online, many for the first time, still needed guidance. Students had not yet developed the skills of time management, the ability to focus independently, the ability to organize their time for each class and assignment, and the ability to motivate themselves while alone in their bedroom at home. Those skills take time, practice, and determination to a greater degree than is needed for many in-person classes. To most teachers (me included), that need for guidance felt like repeating what happened in the traditional classroom in an online format. Most teachers accomplished what Krouwels calls “analog digitization.”19 When the panic died, educational institutions began looking at how to resume traditional instruction. This was expected and accepted as the way of moving forward. Few people knew what else to do. That isn’t the end of the journey, though.

The pandemic, and the mad shuffle to figure out what online learning was, accomplished three vital things. First, it opened the door for teachers to explore information and communication technologies in a way that specifically applied to education. Secondly, it allowed students to see the potential for learning independently online and the resulting skills they could gain. Thirdly, it revealed huge gaps and inequities in learning around the world.

When teachers could no longer stand at the front of their classrooms and share their expertise with their students, they had to find a way to do it online in a way that was as effective as possible. Although many educators, in their panic, simply used the online platforms as classrooms, the experience opened the door to think about different ways of reaching learners and educating them. These changes birthed the possibility of school looking entirely different than it had for centuries. And many educators opened that door, exploring the options behind it and beginning to understand how vital these technologies are in this digital age.

Unfortunately, this new direction of thought wasn’t universally effective. In many developing countries, moving to online school meant many children couldn’t access education. The online school requires laptops or other digital devices. Many families were unable to purchase the necessary devices. Others who lived in rural areas also didn’t have reliable internet access.12 Even in developed countries, many families couldn’t provide a personal device for each of their children who needed to attend school, and children often had to share a single device, putting parents in a position to choose which child attended which classes each day. These difficulties resulted in significant gaps in learning for many students of all ages and levels. Pre-pandemic, the world experienced high illiteracy rates (53% of people in low and middle-income countries experience learning poverty and up to 80% in the countries with the lowest income). These numbers are rising and will grow an estimated 10% if no action counters the trend.12 Other factors contribute to this widening gap, but the divide created by educational systems increasingly devoted to technology use is a significant issue for many families worldwide.

This knowledge now leaves educators and the institutions they work for with a heavy responsibility. These statistics don’t suggest a return to traditional schooling for everyone. They indicate the opposite. It is more vital than ever that educators explore alternative education methods to ensure equitable education for everyone, no matter what is happening in the world or their country. It is essential to aggressively bridge the digital divide that is becoming more responsible for the educational divide in the world.

Action Steps

Take a moment and think about your own experience with school. Is there a particularly memorable experience where you felt unengaged or uninspired? What about that experience was so terrible? Could any technology we have today have made that moment more engaging for you?

Alternatively, is there a moment that stands out to you as particularly exciting? How could technology have enhanced that moment for you?

Now that you have reflected on past experiences, how can you apply your understanding of the role of technology, teachers, and students to your self-learning? Can you look at ways to take more responsibility for your learning process using the available technology? Can you find other ways to apply your knowledge to solidify your learning? Write down one thing you can do this week to improve your self-learning journey, and then do it.

Chapter Summary

	Societies' social and economic needs inspire education. As a result, they evolved from verbal instruction to online, student-focused learning.

	Education used only to be accessible to the wealthy and elite of society.

	The increasing focus on digitalized and technology-driven education is slowly widening the digital divide between those who can access education and those who can’t.

	Educators are responsible for reshaping how education is delivered to meet the needs of today’s learners.
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THE SECRET TO YOUR SELF-LEARNING SUCCESS
HOW TO REIGNITE AND SUSTAIN YOUR MOTIVATION TO CRUSH YOUR DIGITAL LEARNING GOALS


Ithought a Master’s degree in English Literature was exactly what I wanted. I loved everything about literature, from how writers carefully crafted words into sentences to the uncomfortable issues it made me examine in the world, my life, and my values. I was teaching it to high school students but wanted to delve deeper into the issues with more mature students, as I had in university. So, I decided to challenge myself and get my third degree. I loved every minute of my undergraduate major in English Literature, so I didn’t think my master’s would be any different.

In many ways, it wasn’t; I loved my classes and discussing the issues literature brought up. The courses were easy for me, and part of the reason I wanted to get my master’s was to challenge myself, so instead of choosing a course-based degree, I decided to write a master’s thesis. This was my mistake.

I chose to write on Thomson Highway, a Cree playwright I adored, and his depictions of Nanabush across each of his plays as the focus of my thesis. But I wasn’t exactly sure how to explore the topic in a way that did justice to the topic and the culture it centered on. I was aware of this challenge when I chose my topic, so I went to the professor’s office in the department with a background in Canadian Indigenous literature. Although I knew some of her views were incompatible with mine, she was supposed to be the university’s expert. Despite her insistence that she was busy, I begged her to take me on. She made it clear that if she agreed to be my thesis advisor, I could not make it difficult for her. I should have backed out of her office right then, chosen a different topic, another professor, or even changed to a course-based master’s. Even though she had agreed to be my advisor, I left her office feeling deflated and undervalued. I left feeling like I had to figure everything out on my own and only present her with something that was perfect already. I told myself this was motivation to prove her wrong, but in reality, I was demotivated. I didn’t want to give her anything. In the end, I didn’t. I did write the first draft of my thesis. I just never sent it to her. I was too scared to fail, too afraid that she would tell me it was all wrong and that I wouldn’t be able to recover from that. I wanted to walk away with my belief in myself and some control over how I saw my academic potential.

Although it might seem like the blame for my failure to complete my master’s lies with my thesis advisor, it isn’t entirely her fault. I didn’t have a clear goal for completing my degree. I wanted to write a thesis because I wanted to, not because I had a strong purpose in completing it. If I had believed that the degree would benefit my career or my future in some way, I could have aligned my motivation with my goal. Perhaps I would not have pursued a thesis, understanding that a course-based master’s would be enough. Maybe I would have been able to find solutions to the challenges I had with my advisor. Goals and motivation work hand in hand when it comes to successful learning, and my mistake of failing to align them is more common than one might think.

What is motivation?

As well as “enthusiasm for doing something,” the Cambridge Dictionary also defines “motivation” as the “need or reason for doing something.”1 In the context of self-learning, motivation is why someone learns about a particular subject. Without fully understanding why one is doing something, it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to set realistic and related goals. These goals, in turn, perpetuate motivation that allows learners to see success.

If one lacks the motivation to learn the subject, they may lack purpose, and the likelihood of continuing is low, as was partly the case with me and my master’s degree. But if people are motivated, they can create goals directly related to their motivation. For example, if one wants to complete a test to get the job they want, they can begin to make goals that will allow them to internalize the information needed to pass the test successfully.

It is crucial, though, that people set their own goals. These goals may align with predetermined course-related outcomes. but when learners can personally create the goals to achieve those outcomes, success will likely be greater.2 When learners choose their own goals for their learning, they take actions that allow them to meet those goals, naturally working toward success. Having clear motivation and goals changes learner behavior in ways that enable access to more of the curriculum as they engage with the content to meet their goals.2 These choices are conscious, and as they connect to goals aligned with the reason for learning, they let students explore their needs, interests, and strengths in ways that matter to them. Additionally, learner-created goals recognize competence and an ability to learn, providing a sense of confidence that increases motivation.2 These kinds of goal-setting experiences where there is agency cultivate emotions connected to learning that contribute to learners’ success.

The connection between motivation and emotions

Emotions exist in every facet of human life, and they are highly influential on behavior. They play a prominent role in a student’s success in a learning environment. Emotions explicitly connected to the act of learning are called “achievement emotions.” These feelings significantly impact student success and learning ability.3

Two of the biggest influencers of achievement emotions are the value a learner sees in what they are learning and their ability to handle the work related to that learning. If learners can handle the work and see value in it, they initiate positive emotions (called “activating positive emotions”). These positive achievement emotions develop engagement in the material and intrinsic motivation.3 When a person can see how they will use the knowledge or skill gained, they can adopt a goal connected to that skill or knowledge, believing not only in the need to achieve that goal but also in their ability to do so. This cycle results in intrinsic motivation for the task at hand and, ultimately, greater success in meeting the goal. Additionally, activating positive emotions increases one’s ability to process information, allowing one to understand content, information, and application on a deeper level. Positive emotions, however, don’t consist of only activating positive emotions. They can also include “deactivating positive emotions.” These emotions include relaxation or calm and do not activate a learner. They may have positive feelings toward the course content or the learning objectives, but they do not move a learner toward success. Instead, they cause “superficial information processing” stemming from a lack of attention and motivation.3 This means that learners need both the ability to complete the work and to see how and why it is important to be as successful as possible.

Alternatively, negative emotions connected to learning, like frustration or confusion, reduce intrinsic motivation. These emotions drain a person’s ability to process information, usually resulting in less task success and weaker intrinsic motivation. It is also essential to note that negative emotions impact learner success more than positive emotions.4 If a person engages in self-learning, they must ensure they set themselves up to experience activating positive emotions to meet their goals. A clear understanding of why they are engaging in the learning and how it will add value to their life is a key step in generating the right kind of positive emotions for success.

In addition to achievement emotions, self-efficacy plays a role in a learner’s ability to be successful and connects closely to setting goals. Self-efficacy is the belief in one’s capabilities.4 In the context of learning, it means that a learner knows they can do the tasks required to learn the content or skill in question. When a student has the opportunity to create their own learning goals, guided by a curriculum, they feel their capabilities are being recognized and respected.2 Instructors recognize students’ strengths when they give them the freedom to guide their learning with the understanding that they can do so independently. Each of these aspects of creating goals for oneself (respect, recognition, strengths, and freedom) is part of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. They fall within the category of “esteem,” which leads to the top of Maslow’s pyramid (and, therefore, a person’s full potential).5 Students are validated when they are free to choose their learning goals. In addition, it provides a sense of autonomy and control necessary for humans to reach their potential. The ability to select for oneself motivates learners to change their behavior to foster success. Meeting these needs allows learners to experience success, and they will have a greater sense of well-being as they move upward in the pyramid toward what Maslow calls “self-actualization.” Getting to the top of the pyramid means people have the ability to focus on becoming the best they can be with confidence and strong self-efficacy.6 The understanding that goals are essential to motivation and that motivation is critical to success is not usually enough to maintain motivation, especially if learning takes place over a long period. Simply writing a goal down and looking at it each day may not be enough to foster consistent excitement, especially when exhaustion or more pressing priorities take center stage. During these moments, one must know how to reignite their motivation.

Keeping motivation consistent with technology

Staying focused in a world of distractions is not easy. This task is even more difficult when a person is engaged in self-learning where there is no teacher to call their name when they gaze off into space, chat with the people around them, or even remain quiet behind an icon of their name during a live video class. Staying focused is not impossible, though, and many apps and technologies that can help with focus fit seamlessly into one’s tech-filled day.

Forest

Forest is a popular app designed to help people focus. Its motto is “Stay focused, be present.” As its tagline suggests, the app aims to help people focus on work, practice a skill, or stay focused while spending time with friends or family. It highlights that focusing on a single task allows one to be present in the moment rather than distracted by all the other things around them.

The concept behind the app is that the user can plant a virtual tree that will grow in the time they dedicate to the chosen task. People can set the timer from as little as ten minutes to as many as 120 minutes (two hours). If users give up, the virtual tree will die. They can, however, simply minimize the screen and do something else without consequence, which means there is no accountability to keep one focused on the task. If one keeps the app open, the screen will display encouraging prompts or reminders to stay focused that change frequently, which can be distracting in itself. The app also has the option to use sound, like “forest rain,” while users work. It is white noise intended to help users focus on their work. Growing these virtual trees earns virtual coins to buy different kinds of trees and plants to grow. Alternatively, people can spend their coins on real trees that the company will plant on their behalf. Unfortunately, users have to pay for the pro version to plant trees, access many alternative plant options, choose a different soundtrack, or compete with friends. Therefore, many of the app's reward-motivating factors do not come with the free version.

Minimalist pomodoro timer

Another useful app that can help with focus is Minimalist Pomodoro Timer, with multiple versions available in Google Play Store and Apple Store. As its name suggests, this app is minimalistic with a black screen and a white countdown clock. The app uses the concept of the Pomodoro method, created by Francesco Cirillo. He maintained that to manage one’s time, one had to be conscious of how they spent it. He broke tasks down to 25-minute intervals between which he would rest for five minutes. These rests gave him a break to do whatever he needed and prevented him from spending too much time on a task he could no longer focus on.7 When someone struggles to concentrate for an extended period, knowing they have a time limit can be incredibly helpful because they have an end in sight. It naturally creates a manageable goal. When they meet this goal, positive achievement emotions are triggered, and intrinsic motivation increases. Minimalist Pomodoro Timer is one of many apps based on this method, and choosing one is a personal preference. Minimalist Pomodoro Timer is effective because the black screen is not distracting, and users can label each work session to track how long they have worked on each task and how productive they have been. This data lets people make goals and feel a sense of achievement. As much as this app might seem basic at first glance, it is essential to remember that its purpose is to foster one’s ability to focus–something that is increasingly difficult the more features the app has.

Motivational quotes from websites

Sometimes, focus isn’t the issue of motivation, but the why behind a goal is forgotten, creating difficulty moving forward. If this is the case, many apps and websites, such as 365 Daily Motivational Quotes or TheStrive, are full of motivational quotations that can fire people up and remind them what they need to do. Although these resources might have the perfect quotation to inspire someone through a difficult stage of learning, they also have the potential to act like social media sites, requiring users to scroll through a plethora of quotes that aren’t quite right. In this way, they eat up a person’s time that they could spend on more productive work. Apps with fewer quotation options may be a better choice for most people.

MOTIVE: Motivation quotes

MOTIVE: Motivation Quotes is an app that gives users a choice of four quotes at the start of their day. It is available on Google Play Store and Apple Store. People pick the most inspiring one for the day and choose when they want a reminder of this quotation. When the time allocated arrives, the app uses notification allowances to send the quotation again and keep the user on track with their motivation. At the end of the day, people can rate the general feeling of their day, and the app then provides another quotation that aligns with their emotional choice. Additionally, before a person can click “done,” they can write notes about anything that came up that day or that they want to note from the day. Users also have the option to look at their history of quotes chosen, the day they had, and their notes related to that day. This function can be handy if someone feels low after a streak of strong motivation, focus, and success. It is a good reminder that their one bad day does not reflect their entire journey or capability.

Deepstash

Other apps are more thorough, catering to meeting all well-being needs through learning, encouragement, and personalized user tracking. Reviewers for Deepstash praise its usefulness, inspiration, and ability to motivate people through the content it shares with users. When someone signs up for Deepstash, they get to choose which topics they want to receive information about, and Deepstash’s content focuses on key ideas. Instead of users listening to an entire podcast, the app shares key points for quick and easy access to life-changing information. It does the same for books, articles, and other sources of information. Deepstash offers short reads that help keep a person focused and motivated, and it is an excellent self-learning tool as it takes valid and accurate sources and presents their important points in context.

Each person must determine the app best suited to their needs. What works for one person may not work for another, so it’s crucial to have all the information and to be willing to experiment. If one app doesn’t end up working, a different one might end up being more effective. It helps when one knows their learning preferences and what affects their motivation when learning.

Motivators and demotivators

The complexity of motivation reflects the complexity of humans. Multiple factors influence one’s strength of motivation. In addition to the creation of relevant goals, self-efficacy, and human needs, other factors either foster or suppress one’s motivation. To understand how various elements function, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation must be defined.

Intrinsic motivation is excitement about a task or job that stems from the individual’s desire to do it. Excitement might exist because a person loves the topic they are studying or simply because they enjoy what they are doing. Extrinsic motivation comes from a source outside of oneself—like money or praise from others.8 When it comes to extrinsic motivation, it can be easier to stay engaged because the reward at the end is concrete. It may even help someone gain another reward. For example, they may see a monetary reward as the way to a bigger house or a new pair of expensive shoes. Intrinsic motivation can be more challenging to maintain since the only reward is intangible, such as improving knowledge or gaining experience. Whether a person is motivated intrinsically or extrinsically, some factors help sustain a person’s desire to complete their goal, and others prevent them from doing so.

Managing intrinsic motivation

When a person accomplishes a goal or even takes a step closer toward attaining their goal, they feel warmth, peace, accomplishment, and, generally, happiness. This is because the brain rewards people for expanding their knowledge or experience. Unfortunately, the brain releases greater rewards when a person is relaxed, calm, and not expending energy.8 So, if one requires the brain to expend energy to achieve active learning, it will be less inclined to continue if one doesn’t see a clear increase in valuable knoweldge and understanding. In these circumstances, any obstacles encountered, like a learning mode that feels inaccessible, could turn trigger a belief in incompetency resulting in demotivation.9 Other difficulties like tight due dates, lack of control, minimal communication, or difficult to decipher content or assignments can have a similar outcome. As a result, it is vital to make learning as convenient as possible in addition to knowing the value of the learning goal.

In light of this need, when choosing a path for self-learning, people must ensure it is easy to follow. They must pick a learning platform they are confident using because it is simple and intuitive to explore and use.10 In addition, choosing convenient ways of learning will help maintain intrinsic motivation. Flexible schedules for learning and flexible due dates or end dates contribute to the convenience of online courses. Students won’t have to pay for transportation to and from the class, they won’t have to potentially plan to pack food or spend money to eat while they are out of the house, and they can easily review concepts or information as often as they need to before moving on to the next stage.11 At first glance, a course with these flexible options can feel like it won’t offer enough incentive to maintain motivation. People often need due dates to hold them accountable and keep them focused and motivated to succeed. As a result, many learners choose courses with a set time and due dates. This strategy is rarely effective as life events or emergencies take priority, making what may have been an initially convenient time no longer opportune. If one is juggling their learning requirements, family issues, and a new schedule, the reward of relaxation may be more motivating than sitting down to complete coursework. If, however, they have the freedom to learn at their own pace on a platform that is easy to access via any digital device, their motivation to complete work during a long waiting period for an appointment will be greater.

In addition to ease and convenience, the amount of control a learner has in their education is highly influential for motivation. Having control over where and when one learns can help with a sense of control, but the most important aspect of learner control is the educational goals they set for themselves. In the journey to achieve a goal, there are three stages: 1) making the goal; 2) determining when they will take actions toward meeting that goal and when they will accomplish the goal; and 3) how they will accomplish the goal. A learner with control over at least two of these categories will experience a greater degree of motivation than students with control over only one.6 In the context of learning, a student might begin by deciding to master the theory of relativity. If they can create their plan of action, their motivation increases. If a student can use the curriculum or course outcomes to develop their own learning goals, not only does motivation increase, but their academic results improve as well. One way learners can accomplish this is to identify a skill or content focus they want to improve.2 For example, suppose a student is aware they struggle with geometry. In that case, they can create a learning goal specifically related to that goal, like identifying easily which formulas they need to calculate which results and being able to calculate those results accurately. Even though this is part of the curriculum, if the student identifies their need to learn and then creates a learning plan with clear steps they can take to help them accomplish the goal, they have a sense of autonomy in their learning. Another way learners can have a sense of control over what they learn is to examine the curriculum, identify the content and skills they need to learn, and then create a plan with assignments that meet those goals. In a classroom, an instructor would assess students on the demonstration of those specific curriculum outcomes within the assignments chosen by the students. In a traditional classroom, this method requires much less control from an instructor and more attention to help students craft relevant goals, stay focused, and work through challenges they encounter. When one is self-learning, having a sense of control through creating learning goals is inherently part of the process, and the personal investment from the beginning helps maintain motivation throughout the journey.

Even having control over what one chooses to learn doesn’t guarantee motivation. When courses are online, or the learning is entirely driven by the learner, miscommunication or simply a lack of communication can pose challenges that may be difficult to overcome.11 Because some courses do not have instructors, learners struggling with a concept or idea related to the content can feel stranded in their learning processes, unsure where to find the answer and move forward. If finding help is not easy, learners can give up. Similarly, if learners have to wait until an instructor responds (sometimes having to wait a few days), this can interrupt their routine and deter their process, as continuing with learning is no longer convenient since they must wait on someone else’s timeline. By the time they get an answer, their schedule may not allow them to focus on their learning for hours or sometimes days. In addition, sometimes, the answers to questions via email are not as clear as they need to be for students, resulting in more questions that require answers before a student can continue. These large chunks of time between educational sessions do not result in consistent achievements that maintain motivation.

An important part of intrinsic motivation is the level of engagement learners have with the course material and content. This means that learners know the course and content are relevant to their learning needs and that they are performing tasks and activities related to the course content and concepts (active learning).12 Simply reading information and taking a quiz does not require great attention and effort from learners, encouraging passive rather than active learning. The more learners work with and apply the course material to learn actively, the higher their levels of learning and achievement.13 People need to examine examples, work through curriculum-related problems, and practice skills to learn effectively.14 If learners have the opportunity to combine passive learning of content with active learning in scenarios where they must apply the information they have read, it helps solidify the learning, increasing success.13 In these cases, students are responsible for much of their learning as they are required to learn the content necessary to be able to apply it in activities that assess their understanding (the task of guiding two people through a conflict, for example, instead of simply taking a multiple-choice quiz about conflict management strategies).15 As discussed previously, when learners have a sense of responsibility for their learning that recognizes their capability, their intrinsic motivation increases. If online self-learning does not offer these aspects, then learners can lose motivation as a result of boredom, lack of success, or simply not being able to see the application of their acquired knowledge immediately.

Each of these factors will impact learners in ways unique to their style of learning and needs. However, it is critical to be aware of them to have the greatest chance of success when it comes to self-learning.

Managing extrinsic motivation

Many factors that impact intrinsic motivation bleed into extrinsic motivation and can cause enthusiasm for learning to wane. One must also be aware of how these factors might affect their success in self-learning.

Even the most intelligent and academic-minded students need support when it comes to learning. Often, people think of support as the availability of an instructor to answer questions and provide information or additional support when necessary. This is only part of what support means. People learn in many different ways. When embarking on the journey of self-learning, one must be aware of how they learn and the structures needed for deep learning. For example, someone with ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) might need the option of a visual that organizes information in a way that shows clear connections and relationships between content. This may make it easier for them to digest the information rather than having to read it in a lengthy article that is difficult to focus on. Similarly, learning needs to be supported by various ways of engaging with the material, like visuals, videos, readings, charts, examples, ways of receiving feedback, and articles.12 If a course doesn’t support a person’s learning needs, it will be difficult to motivate them to continue their learning and find success.

In addition to support in the options for disseminating information, learners must feel they can succeed in their learning. One’s sense of competence highly impacts extrinsic motivation. If a person fears they are incapable of success, that fear will impact their learning and, subsequently, their achievement as their motivation decreases. This fear can easily take over when the right supports are not in place. Conversely, if one believes in their ability to master the information or skill, their performance increases, especially if there are additional supports in place that will reduce their struggle to achieve mastery.16 One way to ensure learners feel confident to succeed is by the creation of potential-based goals. Unlike current competency-relevant goals, students create potential-based goals on the basis of possible future achievements.17 This means that instead of creating a goal based on what students already have achieved or know, they create a goal based on what they will learn and the potential for the application of that skill. So, instead of aiming to improve their grade on the structure of an argument in an essay, they aim to gain knowledge of four ways to structure an argument and to master the ability to match the best structure to their argumentation. This second method of approaching a goal ensures that one focuses on learning and mastering a skill. The grade is irrelevant because mastery of the skill will inevitably improve the grade. Having a specific focus on learning helps maintain motivation, but the possibility of one’s potential creates a positive environment that maintains motivation.

Belief in one’s competency is also significant in creating a learning environment that motivates students. The atmosphere of a learning environment, whether online with an instructor, in-person, or even independent learning with no instructor, is impacted by belief in the student’s capability (either the instructor’s or the student’s). If an institution truly believes in the potential of all learners to succeed (even if success may not be defined only by high grades), they will offer the necessary support and encourage students to believe in themselves, increasing success by maintaining extrinsic motivation. The opposite is also possible, and if an overarching attitude exists that only a few students can make it through a course or a program, learners sense the pressure and begin to feel fearful of being one of the many underachievers rather than the capable few. If the odds seem stacked against students, their motivation will melt, even when they initially thought they might be capable.16

Of course, technical issues inevitably arise when it comes to online learning. When people feel inadequate support to help them through these technical difficulties, their motivation deteriorates. There are many learning platforms that institutions and companies use to educate, and they are not always intuitive. Students often struggle to find their way around these platforms, and if there is no one to help them navigate these challenges, it can be easy for them to skip parts of a course that are hard for them to access. Similarly, if there is no one to help when their computer crashes or picks up malware, they won’t be able to continue the course, specifically if it is cost-prohibitive for them to buy a new device.

How a learner feels support or lack thereof throughout their educational journey will determine their success in meeting their goals. This means that when someone is looking at self-learning, they must examine what supports are in place for learners and decide which ones are necessary to inspire and maintain their motivation for the duration of the course. Some learning platforms will not have many supports; however, if one is aware of their needs, they can seek the proper support from outside resources to ensure success. Some of these supports are discussed in future chapters.

Managing personal preferences and motivation

Although there are multiple ways to learn, many people prefer one way over another. This affinity to a specific way of learning and receiving knowledge plays into whether or not someone will believe the content to be relevant and the instruction to be effective. Each of these aspects can also impact one’s motivation.

Traditionally, experts have focused on eight different styles of learning: 1) visual, 2) auditory, 3) reading and writing, 4) kinesthetic, 5) logical, 6) social learning, 7) solitary learning, and 8) naturalistic.11 It is essential to note that when people talk about learning preferences, it is typically with the understanding that one form of learning is better than the others. This does not mean that the other forms are ineffective. Each learning preference can be beneficial to everyone. If, however, someone perceives that a learning preference will not be effective for them, this will impact their willingness to learn and their enthusiasm for lessons set up in alternative ways to their preferred learning method.

Similarly, people who do not love reading will not be as motivated by a course that requires much reading, especially if they are heavy or lengthy texts. These people may prefer to learn by watching videos or sorting through PowerPoint slides. It can be demotivating if a course or learning pathway doesn’t offer enough information in the medium they prefer to learn through. Understanding what interests one the most is necessary before picking a mode of education.

If a person does not have the option to learn the way they find most engaging with their preferred media delivery, they can often miss the importance of the information or skill they are learning. This issue compounds if they don’t believe in the significance of what they are learning. Often, people need to complete courses for their jobs that they don’t understand the relevance of (like a work safety course or a company policy course). When this happens, their motivation is already low. If the course presentation doesn’t catch their attention, they won’t perceive the instruction as effective, and their motivation decreases even further.

As I reflect on my failure to complete my master’s degree in the context of this chapter, multiple factors were at play. I didn’t have a “why” for completing my degree. I simply wanted it. When difficulties with my advisor surfaced, I didn’t have a strong enough motivation to push through because I didn’t perceive completing my degree as critical to my future. I didn’t know how it would enhance my life or my career. In addition, my first meeting with her left me believing that she felt I was incapable, and if I were to hand in anything less than perfect, I would affirm that view for her. Since my confidence was already lacking, I was too afraid to hand in my first draft or to ask for help. I believed she would think she was wasting her time. That first meeting created a terrible learning atmosphere that gained strength as I continued to tell myself I could not attain perfection. When I ran into roadblocks finding sources or struggled to connect my previous knowledge and what I was reading, I was too afraid to ask. I had no idea where else to go for help, and eventually, my motivation disintegrated.

Because learning is a complex arena with so many players moving together and against each other simultaneously, knowing what can influence success or failure is critical before jumping into self-learning. Once one examines this knowledge, they can prepare for the challenges that stem from the flux of motivation in their learning journey.

Action Steps

Think about a time when you lost your motivation for something. You may have initially been excited about it, but as time passed and challenges arose, it slowly dissipated. Or, you may have never felt that motivation in the first place. Using the information in this chapter, examine what factors were behind your loss (or lack) of motivation.

Once you have named the causes, what could you have done to increase the motivation? What supports can you ensure are in place to maintain your motivation in the future, no matter what the project is?

Chapter Summary

	Goals, emotions, and motivation are closely linked; self-created goals will help increase achievement in learning.

	Many apps are designed to help maintain motivation as one works toward one’s goals. Choosing one that matches goals and learning preferences is essential.

	Motivation is as complex as humans, and many factors can increase or decrease motivation and, therefore, success.
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BUT, HOW EXACTLY CAN YOU SELF-LEARN?
THE 6 LEARNING SYSTEMS THAT WILL GIVE YOU THE BEST CHANCE TO LEARN ON YOUR OWN SUCCESSFULLY


When I think back to my self-learning experience, first with my unsuccessful attempt at online learning in high school and then with my failed attempt at a master’s degree, hindsight allows me to see that a good part of my lack of motivation stemmed from a lack of goals. It also allows me to see how missing goals resulted in no clear plan.

I would like to stress that I thought I had a plan, which was a good one: finish the courses. I assumed completing the courses meant I would do so with good grades since I generally did well in school. If I did the work, I would complete the courses, and that would be that. I failed to realize that finishing the course was a result, not a goal, and that doing the work was not a plan. It was simply an action that should have existed within a larger plan. When I had a teacher guiding my timelines, giving me due dates, and choosing how fast or slow to get through the content, finishing the courses and doing well came naturally. Teachers made the plan for me, but I didn’t understand how to do it for myself when that role was in my hands.

A plan would have led to the completion of specific academic goals, included a method of achieving them within a set timeline, considered my areas of weakness (like all mathematical concepts), and contained contingencies for them. Because my idea of a plan had none of those characteristics, I spent my days doing everything but school and ultimately completing my work and learning life lessons the hard way—through the failure of some courses and a desperate rush to submit assignments that wouldn’t receive failing grades.

Others don’t have to mirror my experience to learn the lessons that will allow them to succeed. Knowing the pitfalls that digital self-learners often encounter will help them avoid the same mistakes. This knowledge also provides a foundation for building strategies that will guarantee success.

Common problems of digital self-learning

As I did, it is easy for people to assume that doing the work will result in success. Some people might even go further than I did and decide to focus on their learning for a certain period each day to ensure they get the work done. Although this is a good time management step, it doesn’t guarantee success. When self-learning, people should create a method to approach their learning that makes studying easy, considers timelines, and promotes concentration and discipline. One must also have a detailed plan that includes accessing resources when they struggle and specific study goals to help motivate and guide their learning.

A person’s digital self-learning method will depend on their personality, needs, and the time they can dedicate to it. There are, however, some common methodological elements to consider. Choosing a workspace is essential for distinguishing work from other activities and allowing one to focus. Taking a laptop into a busy family room or kitchen means distraction is inevitable. These distractions can eat into the time one sets aside to accomplish learning-related work. Incorporating these elements can be difficult for people because they may not have an office or a quiet place to get work done. If this is the case, incorporating the following elements into a method will be essential. Finding a time to work that maximizes concentration and focus is part of having a good method for self-learning. Many learners believe they can work their learning into their day whenever they have a few free minutes, slowly but surely making steady progress. Unfortunately, this approach is not realistic for learning a new skill or content. Dedicated, uninterrupted time is needed on a regular basis. One also needs to understand how they learn to create an approach to studying within a structured time and place. More details will follow about how people learn and the strategies they can use to maximize their learning. For now, it’s important to note that how one begins to implement this strategy should be part of a detailed plan that promotes discipline.

In a world of distractions like social media, news notifications, e-mails, and text messages at all hours of the day, it is almost impossible not to be distracted. It can also be tempting to put learning off to take advantage of good weather, spend time with friends who are doing something fun, or even make a healthy dinner. What makes these distractions even more enticing is that they are generally considered beneficial for a person. Having a clear method of approach to studying helps people recognize these enticements as distractions. Once one chooses a method to approach their learning, they must create a plan they can follow amidst the many other opportunities (which might even include another course). A good plan considers the learning goal, ways to achieve it, resources to use when challenges arise, and a clear timeline with content, goals, or skill targets. Whether a course has a set timeline or not, having an end-date goal can help keep learners on track. When there is no end date, distractions can easily take over. A good plan, however, also offers flexibility for life circumstances or challenges that take longer to solve than anticipated. Clear and detailed plans help keep learners on track and allow them to monitor their success in ways that can increase their motivation and discipline. Plans also help provide study goals for learners.

Study goals aren’t necessarily achievement goals, which focus on learning and mastering a specific skill or knowledge base. Instead, study goals help create targets for learners. They can include goals about grades, completing a course, or reaching final targets (like mastering a topic or skill). Like me, many learners think that study goals encompassing the end result are enough. However, effective study goals incorporate smaller goals designed to help motivate throughout the entire learning process. They may be related to a learner’s attitude about their digital self-learning journey, or they might be related to their method. For example, one might create a series of study goals to help them maintain their disciplined study of a topic. These goals might include:

	Study for one hour before starting work each day.

	Find one motivational quote each week to guide studying.

	Complete the first relevant course topic in the first two weeks.

	Find one additional resource for each topic to supplement course content.

	Share one thing I learned with someone I know each week.



Goals such as these keep learners on track regularly, eventually leading to the completion of their end goal. Each person’s goals should cater to their personal learning experience, preference, and method so they are relevant and useful. It wouldn’t make sense for someone self-learning a new skill to have content-focused goals. Instead, having goals centered on skill acquisition would be more effective.

Without understanding the problems that many self-learners face, one can’t prepare for the possible obstacles they will face. But armed with knowledge and strategies to avoid the common issues will allow one to work confidently toward success.

How do people learn best?

The answer to this question is as complex as the human brain, and there is no easy answer or magic solution. Researchers are discovering, however, that rote learning, memorization, and practicing the same thing repeatedly are not as effective as people once believed they were. Practice is important, and sometimes memorization is necessary, but when it comes to how people learn effectively in the long term, there are more methods to explore. When one understands how the brain best absorbs and recalls information, they can apply specific strategies to their digital self-learning, creating a plan with study goals that will lead them to success.

Retrieval strength and Storage strength

In the past, educators have advocated for repeated practice of concepts for mastery learning. For example, repeating one’s times tables over and over again until knowing them becomes second nature. This method creates what is called “retrieval strength.” This is the ability one has to recall information quickly. Retrieval strength, however, works hand in hand with “storage strength.” Storage strength is the brain’s ability to store knowledge long-term; the more storage strength knowledge has, the more retrieval strength it has. Unfortunately, memory doesn’t work the other way around; more retrieval strength doesn’t mean more storage strength. Often, storage strength decreases with higher retrieval strength, likely because people can quickly recall information they recently learned.1 This means that when people practice the same thing repeatedly, they are increasing their retrieval strength of the information but not storing it for long-term knowledge and understanding. In order to gain storage strength, there must be active mental engagement.

Active mental processing

Active mental processing can happen in multiple ways. One way to ensure long-term learning is by creating an emotional reaction related to an experience.2 People remember the emotion connected to an event much more than they remember the actual event, which means that when learning, making personal connections with the content will help one remember the lesson learned for much longer than simply memorizing a fact for a test or assessment. One way learners can make a personal connection via an emotional response to an experience of learning is to think of a moment in their lives that mimics the concept they are studying. For example, if someone is learning about the psychological concept of projection of emotions, they can think about a time when someone projected onto them. They can remember what happened, what it felt like, and what the result of that situation was. In this way, they have connected an abstract concept with a concrete experience, merging the emotional memory with the concept and increasing the storage strength of the information. However, this isn’t always easy to do if someone does not have a similar experience or if the content is not conducive to a personal connection (like a chemical equation). If this is the case, learners need to find a way to connect what they are learning to their daily lives to create a sense of purpose in learning the material.2 If people can make these emotional connections to create a learning experience that has purpose for their daily lives, they are engaging in active mental processing of information by making it applicable. Finding ways to apply learning is a key strategy for success in any learning environment.3 If one struggles to apply a concept to their experience or their life, they can still find other ways to do so. For example, when learning a specific coding language, they can work through a sample coding problem. They could even read an article about that coding language and identify which parts are relevant to their current task, which parts align with their current knowledge, and which parts are beyond their knowledge. Thinking about the content in this way creates an experience that solidifies the lesson learned.

In addition to making personal connections to the lessons and content, active mental processing happens by making connections between information, concepts, and examples. If learners take the time to create a flowchart that connects various course concepts, they can start to see the relevance of individual parts within a bigger picture—they see the significance of the information they are studying. When students apply these concepts to examples, understanding increases, and active mental processing increases the information’s storage strength (and, therefore, retrieval strength). When learners use this strategy in conjunction with identifying areas where they are missing information or understanding, their mental processing increases, improving the storage strength of the information.4

Desirable difficulties

When learning is made more challenging by increasing mental processing, learners submit themselves to “desirable difficulties.” The challenges include any method of study that disrupts the easy flow of information processing.1 When people simply read and internalize information to retrieve it again in the near future (for a test, for example), there is a smooth pathway of easy processing: read a fact and store it for later. However, when people disturb that simple process by using other mental processes in conjunction with reading or hearing information, the learning becomes a long-term understanding.4 In addition to identifying knowledge gaps and filling them in by making connections between known information, learners can create desirable difficulties in many ways. The chart below offers some examples.
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Table 1: Ways to achieve desirable difficulties



Interleaving is one of the most important desirable difficulties. Immersing oneself in a subject and then disconnecting from it by studying a different subject entirely or engaging in another activity disrupts the process of learning that subject. Returning to it later, they must exercise their retrieval strength to recall it and engage in active mental processing to fill in their knowledge gaps.1 One can pair this desirable difficulty with the steps in multiple methods of approaching learning. This process is explored more throughout this chapter. Interleaving can also be applied independently while reviewing material or taking practice or self-tests. People can take a test on one subject, then take a second test on another, and then return to a different practice test (or the same one) on the first subject. They can also achieve the same results by explaining how a concept is related to previous knowledge and making clear connections between concepts or information on a topic. After doing so for one topic, they can do the same for something else they are studying before returning to the first topic.

Learners who use these study strategies see greater success because they remember the information long-term. They understand how and why the material is relevant because they connect units of study, content, information, and concepts. These strategies force learners to retrieve the information they have learned, thereby solidifying storage strength. These strategies aren’t the only tools of success, however. Other strategies can help keep people focused on what and why they are learning and help ensure greater success in online self-learning.

Learning systems: Following a method

Finding a method to approach learning that keeps one motivated, focused, and working toward their goals is a key component of successful learning, especially when it is self-directed. As discussed earlier, not having a method for approaching learning is one of the most significant issues that self-learners encounter. Fortunately, people have already developed systems, based on research and expertise, that work. When one adapts these systems for digital self-learning, they can experience greater success.

The four disciplines of execution for digital self-learners

An effective method for approaching learning is outlined in the book The 4 Disciplines of Execution by Chris McChesney, Sean Covey, and Jim Huling, and they are widely discussed in other books and online.5 Their popularity is for good reason; they are effective for approaching learning. It is, therefore, important to briefly review them here and explore them in the context of digital self-learning.

Focus on the wildly important

The first discipline of execution is to “focus on the wildly important.”5 Since most people have a long list of things that need to get done and a limited capacity for focus, they must choose only one or two goals that are essential to what they want to achieve. Putting one’s best efforts into one or two things fosters the best results. Focusing on only one or two goals at a time is essential when engaging in digital self-learning. There are so many courses offered that it is easy to be distracted by the desire to learn another topic, perhaps only slightly related (or unrelated) to the topic one wants to learn to achieve their goal. Also, when self-studying online, learners can access so many resources that it can be difficult to focus on one. In fact, most online learners use books, course platforms, YouTube videos, forums, and websites to learn a single topic rather than focusing on a single resource.6 Although access to many sources of information might initially seem beneficial, it can act as a distraction as learners follow rabbit holes that lead them away from their most important goal. It’s important to remember that not every topic in a course will move one toward their goal. Some information is not as relevant as others. Some information will never apply to specific scenarios or needs connected to the reasons they are learning the information in the first place. For example, if a person is learning about the Enlightenment period to determine its impact on current race issues, they may never have to apply that information to the state of the Italian economy. In this case, focusing on the wildly important (the end goal) allows learners to skip a topic or apply the strategy of directed forgetting, saving time and helping them focus.

Act on lead measures

The principle behind “lead measures” is that one guides their actions connected to learning by smaller goals that lead a person to their major goal (a “lagging measure” since it happens at a later point in time).7 For example, if someone’s major goal is to learn the principles and theory of Chinese medicine, their leading measures might include researching and understanding Qi, researching the meridians, and learning about the role of heat in restoring balance.8 Each of these smaller, targeted goals leads to one’s overall understanding of the principles and theory behind Chinese medicine. When one breaks larger goals down this way, it offers a clear pathway for learners to follow without getting overwhelmed by the amount of information they must learn or getting lost. This method becomes more critical when directing one’s learning because it creates a plan of action and order that an instructor would set in a traditional setting. These smaller goals keep one on track and focused on the larger goal without getting distracted by information irrelevant to the end goal. They also allow one to celebrate their accomplishments regularly, leading to continued motivation.

Keep a scoreboard

People can use a scoreboard to help them celebrate their achievements. Scoreboards are the third discipline, and they keep track of one’s progress toward their primary goal.7 When creating a scoreboard for digital self-learning, one must distinguish between the skill or knowledge they want to learn and the content covered. Since digital self-learning offers flexibility, learners can skip parts of courses that don’t help them get to their end goal. If a scoreboard focuses on covering content within the course, one might find themselves slogging through content that won’t help them gain the knowledge or skill of their end goal. This ends up being an inefficient use of their time and potentially decreases their motivation with the risk of losing it entirely as other responsibilities take precedence. If the scoreboard focuses on the steps required to meet leading measures or learn a specific skill connected to the end goal, learners can easily watch their progress as they move closer to their end goal. Relating each accomplishment to a reward can also help keep one motivated. People can also create a scoreboard reflecting their creativity or personal style. Having something fun to look at and interact with can help keep one focused, too, as it draws the eye and represents joy and success. Scoreboards are also beneficial because many self-directed online courses do not have due dates since flexibility is one of their key benefits. However, without due dates, people can put tasks off, delaying accomplishments that a graded assignment handed in on a due date would otherwise acknowledge. Keeping a visual of one’s progress helps them gauge their timelines and constantly reminds them of their goal and how close or far they are from meeting it.

Create a cadence of accountability

The final discipline of execution is to “create a cadence of accountability.”7 A key concept within this discipline is the idea of “cadence.” There must be a regular pattern of accountability. It is a sequenced event, not a single event. In applying this discipline, learners must find or create a community they report to on their progress at regular intervals. This report might be once a week or every two weeks. Whatever length of time one chooses, it should give them enough time to make progress without being so long that they have too much to report. These meetings should be short (so they don’t become an arduous task that distracts them from their learning), and they can be in-person or online, depending on the community one creates. One might choose to join a study group they have to keep pace with, or they might find an online accountability group for other digital self-learners. The group’s purpose is to provide support that helps keep one motivated and on track toward their end goal. These groups can also help learners create intentional timelines for themselves that instructors would otherwise make for them in more traditional classes. It can also be easy to get distracted by other tasks when not physically in a classroom or attending regular online courses. These groups provide just enough pressure to remind one to stay focused without causing too much stress. The wonderful thing about digital self-learning and applying this discipline is that learners can create timelines that work for them, reducing the anxiety and pressure that can exist when they are on someone else’s timeline.

In addition to the four disciplines of execution, the SQ3R method can also be effective for digital self-learners.

SQ3(4, 5, or 6)R method

SQ3R is an acronym that expands to survey, question, read, recite, and review. In 1946, Francis P. Robinson introduced it as a learning method in his book Effective Study.9 Since its introduction, the SQ3R method has been adopted worldwide as an effective study method. Weber State University takes this method further with additional “Rs” such as “relate,” “write,” “record,” “reflect,” and “respond.”10 Although the SQ3R method often applies to use within a specific text9, it offers learners a systematic approach to studying, whether looking at a text, a unit within a course, or an entire course. It is conducive for digital self-learners who may not have an instructor or classmate to explain content or concepts to them because it helps develop a deeper understanding while working to solidify knowledge.

The first “s,” survey, requires learners to scan through content before reading it in depth. Scanning over the content or text means paying attention to the title, headings within the text, first sentences of paragraphs, concluding sentences, summaries, images, charts, graphs, or even chapter questions. Taking this step provides a general understanding of what the text or course covers.9 Since digital self-learners may not have a textbook, they can apply this method to look at a course syllabus, a YouTube video (the outline of topics covered is usually below the video), an online article, or even a website. This activity helps prime one’s mind for the topics covered, and if a learner is aware of all the topics covered, as they read, they can start making predictions about how what they are currently learning will connect to future topics. These predictions help make connections between material and ensure learners engage in the active mental processes that are so important to creating storage strength for information.4

The second stage of the process, question, asks learners to generate questions about the content they have surveyed. These questions can be straightforward questions that the survey can answer. For example, one can ask, “What information will this text give me?” Although this question is simple, it engages learners in the content and gets them to categorize and organize the information. The questions can also be more directed. One might ask, “How will this knowledge help me meet my goal?”9 In this way, learners explore the relevance of the content in a way that anticipates how they can apply it. Not only are they thinking actively about it, but they are also helping maintain their motivation. Another way self-learners can do this step is to write questions that the content inspires as they survey. For example, they might see a heading that uses a term they have never seen before. They can then ask, “What does this term mean?” Doing so engages readers in the content. Later, if they cannot determine the term’s meaning from the text or the course, the question will remind them to use an alternative resource to determine the meaning and the relevance to the material.

When learners get to the stage of reading, they already have the foundations in place to read actively.9 They know what they are looking for from generating questions, and can more easily make connections. They can elaborate on the material using predictions and use the knowledge gained from earlier units of study or chapters to answer questions that come later in their reading. They can also organize and categorize more information as they go, filling in a chart or creating a flowchart or mind map to help them as they study, using techniques that solidify knowledge.

The second “r,” recite can be misleading since it doesn’t ask learners to simply repeat, but instead to remember the information they have read and the answers to their initial questions. One of the key principles in this step of the SQ3R method is to remember the information and put it into one’s own words, either in writing or orally.9 When people create their own words, rather than simply reading them, they increase their memory (and therefore storage strength).1 This means that when someone rewrites or speaks what they understand from their learning, they will remember it for longer in a way that is meaningful to them. If they mix this step with interleaving (recalling one concept they have learned, changing activity, and returning to the initial concept), the storage and retrieval strength is increased, solidifying learning and understanding.9 Some online courses, specifically ones with projects, allow students to apply concepts by incorporating their knowledge into an assignment or content-related project. If digital self-learners are not part of a course or do not have a project component to their studies, they can carry out this step by creating a video they can post online that overviews the concept and its application, effectively teaching it to others. Teaching someone else about the knowledge one has gained helps because it forces recall of the information they have learned as they put it in their own words to explain to a different audience. Teaching also helps people make new connections as they plan a script or a presentation and consider the information in various contexts or perspectives. Each of these aspects of reciting through teaching engages active thinking that increases storage strength.

Review is commonly the final stage of the SQ3R method. In this stage, learners establish, in their own words, the main ideas of the course, unit, or text.9 If applying this method to an entire course, doing a review at the end of each unit of study or chapter would be beneficial. If one has created their timeline, they should review each skill or lead measure after they accomplish it. Information will be easier to summarize with less content to review, and it will help solidify each skill or unit learned. One can also combine the review stage of the SQ3R method with what is called “active recall.” Active recall is a study technique where learners repeatedly recall information to increase retrieval strength. As learners practice remembering specific information frequently, they train the brain to retrieve it quickly.11 One must be careful, however, to avoid simply repeating the information with little to no inclusion of desirable difficulty. Going over the same information repeatedly with no time between reviews is ineffective.4 Instead, one needs to space the review between other activities or review of other knowledge–they need to practice interleaving. Taking time away from a subject and then recalling it after focusing on something different produces the best results because one has to use retrieval strength in the review. Since retrieval strength works like a muscle, interleaving active recall of specific information is like lifting heavier weights, building muscle more quickly than lifting light weights.12 With the integration of interleaving, learners can use flashcards, take practice tests, watch videos, or view pictures and diagrams to practice active recall and solidify knowledge. If an online course doesn’t offer any of these methods, a search engine will bring up multiple options for creating a set of online flashcards, taking practice tests, watching videos, and looking at visuals others have created. Reading an article related to the subject can help with active recall as the old information resurfaces when reread.

The additional “Rs” mentioned earlier can help solidify knowledge and increase memory. Whether one chooses to incorporate relating, writing, recording, reflecting, and responding or just one of these stages, there will be benefits to the learning process. With relating, learners make clear and direct connections between the content or ideas they are studying and things they already know. Writing is the process of taking notes as one reads, and it might mean summarizing in one’s own words what they have learned, creating a mind map or flowchart, creating a glossary of terms, or creating a point-form overview of the most important points from a page, unit, or chapter. Recording encompasses marking a text with a pen on an analog copy or digitally with online tools. Learners underline, write in the margins, and highlight key ideas, phrases, or words. They write their thoughts in the margins of the page, translate words, offer synonyms, and write summaries at the end of a page or chapter. If there is no online text, they can copy and paste it into a Word document or record these things in a notebook that they can look back on before assessments or to retrieve the information. Reflection means making personal connections between the material studied and the person studying it, and responding ensures learners find the answers to the questions in their initial survey.

These stages work together to engage learners in actively processing material, resulting in deeper knowledge and understanding that is stored long-term and easier to recall in the future.

The Feynman technique

It is valuable to explore the concept of teaching a concept further to learn it through the lens of the Feynman Technique. Richard Feynman created this study method and designed it to meet the requirements of active processing to learn something deeply.13 He designed it to be an approach to recalling and solidifying information rather than initially learning it.

This method has only four steps, and each step leads to the next through teaching a concept one is learning. The first step is studying. This step is straightforward; learners write down everything they know about their learning. Then, they organize that information as though zooming out with a camera lens, breaking it down into the most important concepts.13 They can then categorize smaller bits of important information into those larger essential ideas. Learners can accomplish this categorization by dividing a page into sections, labeling each section, and writing down the information that fits into each section. They could also write down the information they learn onto index cards or pieces of paper that they can then categorize by grouping cards into self-created categories. Similarly, they could use colored index cards to color-code the information. This allows them to see the course or skill as a whole.

Step two is to “teach” to a real, live person.13 If self-learning digitally, teaching doesn’t have to be face-to-face. The internet offers multiple options. Creating a YouTube video that is open to comments from viewers could be a great way to teach the concept. If one has created an accountability group to help maintain motivation as they learn, they can present to their accountability group. Learners can post to online question or answer forums where others will see and respond to their “lesson” about the topic. A blog can be a platform for teaching a concept or even a social media post. The key to this step is teaching to an audience that can respond with feedback. Having feedback is vital because it can let one know where the gaps are in their knowledge. An audience can ask questions or be brutally honest online about missing points or areas where the relaying of information or concepts is unclear.13 Once this stage is complete and one identifies gaps in their knowledge, they can move on to the third step.

The next stage of the Feynman Technique is to fill those knowledge gaps.13 Returning to one’s original notes can help fill in those gaps while forcing information retrieval and increasing storage strength.14 If the information is not in one’s original notes, it is still useful to search out. Learners can use the plethora of other resources online to help fill the gaps, and in doing so, they will make connections between concepts and information that they did not initially. This process will also allow one to see the information in a different light as they add new information, engaging active mental processing that will continue to solidify knowledge.4

Once learners fill the knowledge gaps, they can commence the fourth and final stage: simplify. In this stage, learners need to simplify all their knowledge about the subject so that anyone, even a child, can understand it.13 This means there is no jargon or technical terms. Instead of conveying a concept using a specific term, one must break it down to explain what the term means practically. The unnecessary details must be removed from the presentation so only the essential concepts remain part of the explanation. This step establishes an all-encompassing understanding of the content or skill. It solidifies the most critical points and brings them together simply and clearly.13

When one considers these techniques in light of the information about the processes needed to internalize what they learn, their value is clear. Finding and using a method to create a plan that guides one’s digital self-learning journey is critical for meeting one’s potential and achieving long-lasting success.

Action Steps

Think about a time when you started a project but didn’t finish. This doesn’t have to be related to learning something new. It might be painting the house, building a model ship, training to run a marathon, or creating a resource to streamline a process at work. What interrupted the process?

Would having a clear plan, timeline, or method of approaching the project have made a difference? Did the project align with one of your major goals or fall into a list of ten big goals?

Pick one of the following learning methods and imagine applying it to create a plan for your next learning journey or project. If you are currently in the midst of one, think about how you can apply the method right now.

	Active mental processing

	Desirable difficulties

	The Four Disciplines of Execution

	SQ3(4,5, or 6)R

	The Feynman Technique



Chapter Summary

	The main problem digital self-learners encounter is the lack of a plan, a method, discipline, or goals.

	Deep learning means information has both storage and retrieval strength, achieved through active mental processing.

	Active mental processing can be stimulated by:

	Interleaving

	Desirable difficulties

	Categorizing information

	Directed forgetting

	Making connections between concepts

	Recognizing the significance and relevance of information

	Anticipating how one will use knowledge

	Thinking about content in new ways

	Rewording concepts

	Teaching

	Many methods help learners engage in active mental processing, like the Four Disciplines of Execution, SQ3R, and the Feynman Technique.




5


CHOOSE YOUR [LEARNING] FIGHTER!
DESIGN YOUR IDEAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT BY FINDING THE PERFECT MIX OF ONLINE TOOLS AND PLATFORMS TO NURTURE YOUR INTELLECTUAL AMBITIONS


Learning has always been important to humans, from the need to learn where food and water sources are to the need to upgrade career skills. With the advent of online learning, the ability to meet this need has increased significantly. Since 2000, the online learning market has grown over 900%, and it will likely reach a steady 9.1% growth rate by 2026.1 The pandemic increased the growth of online learning in significant ways, but it only highlighted the already growing trend to those who weren’t paying attention. There was a 36% increase in students enrolled in universities as online distance learners between 2012 and 2019.2 The need for flexibility and lower-cost education already outweighed the need to be part of a physical campus community, and the internet provided it before COVID-19 permeated the fabric of society.

Companies were sending employees for online training on safety courses or to gain new skills or credentials before the pandemic trapped people in their homes for months. Similarly, people were looking for affordable ways to earn credentials to accomplish career pivots without returning to school full-time. The needs of society were changing before masks moved out of the hospitals and onto the streets, and there were companies and institutions ready to meet those needs. The pandemic pushed more traditional institutions to finally hop on board.3

Online learning offers thousands of courses via multiple platforms at a fraction of the cost for anyone who wants to learn almost anything. These platforms leverage the unending information available online with AI and cloud computing to deliver exactly what learners want.2 While all these options offer incredible and unprecedented choices to learners, they also pose the challenge of choosing the right courses from the ocean of possibilities. Once one chooses a course, how do they know when they have attained the necessary knowledge and skills? Which institution or platform is the best? These are questions that digital self-learners must consider when choosing how to move forward with their education, and they can be overwhelming. Choosing a course doesn’t have to be a formidable task, though; there are measures one can take to help ensure they take suitable courses to get them to their end goals.

Choosing the right information within the right course

The internet as an informational source is limitless. People can find information on any imaginable topic from almost any perspective, and they do. Many people who learn online use resources like YouTube videos, online forums, how-to guides, and interactive tutorials to satisfy their need to learn a skill or increase their information about a topic. Although most people use more formal online courses for academic subjects, they use multiple resources to supplement the information they learn in courses.4 With such a wide range of sources, the internet is both an incredible resource and a dangerous whirlpool of misinformation and poorly designed learning resources. Which category one’s experience falls into can feel like a coin toss, so people who want in-depth learning of accurate information must have a framework for choosing their learning path. One doesn’t have to take a course from a traditional learning institution or university to accomplish this goal if they know exactly what to look for when picking courses.

Analysis paralysis

According to The Report by Class Central, there are upwards of 950 universities that offer over 19,000 online courses through various platforms.5 This statistic does not include companies or organizations that provide online courses or courses as part of platforms not established by a post-secondary institution. When one imagines the variety of choices, it isn’t hard to understand why learners might experience “analysis paralysis.”7 This term refers to the tendency for learners to pick the wrong courses to meet their learning needs; they cannot examine and interpret whether a course will meet their needs. Although there are staggering numbers of people taking online courses, a good portion don’t complete their courses.6 In fact, only about 10% of online learners end up finishing the courses they started, according to Tina Huang, a data scientist at a FAANG company.7 If someone picks a course that ends up not helping them meet their goal, their motivation to complete the course will wane, likely ending in them abandoning their efforts. Similarly, content that doesn’t seem to align with the topic will have similar results. Learners may not see the connections because of poor course design or the connections are not there. Avoiding these difficulties in the first place will help guarantee higher levels of course completion and a greater likelihood of meeting the goals that inspired taking the course.

Choosing a course

When choosing a course to meet a goal, the first thing to look for is the level to which it aligns with one’s end goal. This means that one must research before taking the course. People must know what topics and skills will help them meet their end goal, and taking the time to research what those are exactly will help them choose which courses are best for their learning journey. Then, when looking at a potential course, one can weigh the topics covered with those they know are needed to help them gain the skill they are looking for.7 Courses will have specific focuses that may cover some of the content and skills needed but not all of it. Course creators often have a specific focus in mind, which means the topics covered will align with their focus and not necessarily the focus needed to meet the learner’s goal. To meet that end goal, one may have to take multiple courses, mixing and matching topics from various courses or even multiple learning platforms.

In addition to considering topic coverage, learners must also consider the level of competence they need to take the course.6 One may already have a background knowledge of the subject or skill they want to learn. Taking a course that targets students with no prior knowledge will be boring and a waste of time. On the other hand, if someone has no prior knowledge, they want to pick a course that introduces them to the foundations of the skill or material. Reading course descriptions carefully will help determine what the course covers and what knowledge base they need. Many courses will also list a prerequisite course(s). This can provide invaluable information about the competence required to take the course. Learners can look at the content covered in the prerequisites to determine if they already have most of the knowledge needed or if they have gaps in their knowledge they have to fill before taking a course. Learners can then decide to level down a course or fill their knowledge gaps through research or other modalities to prepare them for the course.

Another key component of choosing a course is looking for one that offers students the chance to complete a project in which they can apply the knowledge they are learning and practice the skills they are gaining. Since learning becomes solidified through active mental processing and application of knowledge, a course that integrates a project requiring learners to implement the skills they are learning sets learners up for more success.89 Projects also allow students to identify their knowledge and learning gaps. As students work, they cannot move forward when their knowledge fails them, so they can then easily identify the areas where they need to go back and re-learn or review so they can complete the project.

It is also important to note that many online learners seek a sense of community throughout their learning. They want the support of classmates and instructors that would normally exist in traditional education settings.6 There are many options for a sense of community and connection with classmates when taking online courses, and it is important to find an option that will work to meet individual needs for a sense of belonging and support. A learner may not engage with their online community daily, but knowing that they have access to this social resource if questions or difficulties arise is essential.

Lastly, the instructor must be tolerable, especially in digital self-learning.7 If an instructor’s voice is grating, motivating oneself to listen to lectures or lessons will be difficult. Similarly, motivation and absorbing course content become difficult if the presentation style is boring, too slow, or even too fast. It might seem like a minor inconvenience within an entire learning journey; however, it can be a deciding factor in either inspiring learners or deterring them from successful course completion.

With these considerations in mind, learners must spend time researching their courses before taking them; the learning must start before the course start date. Choosing the right course is an essential part of one’s digital self-learning process. Knowing what platforms or learning management systems exist and what they offer can help one explore their choices and make wise decisions.

Major online learning platforms

With the ballooning of online learning comes the advent of platforms designed for learning. Each platform focuses on a target audience that shapes how it functions and the types of courses available. Almost endless platforms exist, and any search engine will bring up multiple results; however, a few repeatedly come up in articles about the top learning platforms, internet searches, blogs, and videos about online learning. They surface for good reasons—they offer a great product.

Many companies have jumped on the board with online learning, creating “massive open online courses” (MOOCs). These courses are offered at affordable prices and are sometimes even free. They cover a variety of subjects and are accessible to the public with flexibility for learning. Learners can browse thousands of courses designed by post-secondary institutions or private companies, and they are bound to find multiple courses that will meet their needs and help them attain their goals. But, with so many choices of learning platforms, learners also need to understand which platforms will work for them. Udemy, Coursera, Skillshare, edX, and LinkedIn Learning are the most popular learning platforms. These are the ones covered in this chapter. These few platforms are not the end of the list but the beginning. Using the information about what they offer can help set learners on the path to other resources or learning platforms that will get them closer to their goals.

Udemy

Udemy is a learning platform boasting over 210,000 online courses for learners.9 Courses range from art history to the newest technology and trends. They also offer certifications for those looking to add to their résumé or transition careers. They have video courses with access to other learning resources like documents or PowerPoint presentations for students to reference. They also allow learners to work at their own pace through the course with no due dates.10 Udemy is also affordable, offering courses as low as $19.99/course.11 When searching for a course, potential learners can click on one they hope will work for them and view how long the course should take them based on how many hours of video content it has and how much reading is involved. One can also view how many resources are available to download to help them with the content. They can see a complete topic list along with the time of each course section and how long the instructor takes on each topic (according to video content). Enough information is available to provide anyone exploring the course with a good idea of how useful it may or may not be for them. Because the courses are video-based, there is minimal interaction with instructors or even other learners. Learners who choose this platform may need to find an outside accountability group. Additionally, Udemy pays instructors to create their courses and upload them to the platform, taking a cut of the course earnings. This means there are no guiding principles for course design. Instead, course reviews give learners an idea of what the course will offer and how engaging or useful it will be for meeting their goals.

Coursera

Unlike Udemy, Coursera partners with post-secondary institutions and businesses worldwide to create courses. As a result, there are fewer options (they advertise just over 7,000 courses) than other learning platforms. However, learners can take a single course for learning pleasure, gain a certificate, or take an entire degree program.12 Coursera is committed to producing quality courses regardless of the course price.10 Many courses are free, although to earn a certificate, payment is required. Coursera offers a monthly subscription called Coursera Plus that allows people to acquire unlimited certificates, access to all courses (except degree programs), and projects and labs specifically designed to apply the skills they are learning for under $100.00 a month.11 Learners can also opt to pay a yearly price and access these benefits for even less, although they pay for it upfront.12 They price degree programs separately as universities offer them on Coursera as their learning management system. Although they advertise “breakthrough pricing,” pricing for degrees is on par with what one would pay in a traditional setting in North America.13 If someone is looking for high-quality courses to advance their career, life, or education, Coursera is a good option. Many of the free courses will allow learners to increase their skills in practical ways for their career or life, even if they don’t earn a certificate.

Skillshare

This platform is aimed specifically at people who are makers and artists or who want to create. Whether that means someone wants to learn how to cook a special meal or graphic design, Skillshare will have a course that teaches at least the basics.14 This platform isn’t very forthcoming on their website, so learners either have to subscribe to the seven-day free trial to explore the platform or research outside the company’s webpage. Skillshare also requires an annual subscription fee that allows learners to access all the courses they offer. Instructors of these courses are independent instructors, ranging from experts in their field to creative people who want to make money through the platform by sharing their hobbies.10 Because anyone can create a course on Skillshare, learners need to read who offers the course, what it is about, and the reviews to know if it will be of good quality. However, if a learner picks the wrong course, it won’t take them long to find out. Courses offered on Skillshare are short, and the webpage advertises mastery of a creative field “in a matter of hours.”14 One of Skillshare’s features is its focus on fostering a creative community that supports and furthers the learning of those on the platform. For those creative learners who desire a place to discuss or share what they are learning or struggling with, this is a great resource and space to orchestrate their learning.

edX

edX is another learning platform that partners with post-secondary institutions and companies to create and offer a variety of courses to learners on multiple subjects. Because it partners with universities worldwide, learners can earn degrees on edX, too.15 One has to be careful, however, when choosing courses. Not all courses are free (and often, those that provide optional upgrades are offered at a price). Many courses are also not work-at-your-own-pace but operate on an instructor’s timeline. If one needs the accountability of timelines created for them, edX can be a great place to find this support. edX is committed to offering not just quality courses but also courses that use science as the basis for course design. They are committed to offering courses that provide an engaging experience for learners with great videos, interactive activities, and good visual elements. They also ensure courses have opportunities for learners to practice the skills they are learning throughout the course so they can then apply their new knowledge and transformed ways of thinking to their lives and work.15 edX promises their mode of delivery will transform learners’ lives as they upgrade their skills. They even offer assurance of their promise by promoting science-backed course design. Whether their courses will be life-changing or not might not be as important as the kinds of courses they offer. edX is focused on career-related learning, so those who want to learn something new for the sake of learning might not find this platform meets their needs.

LinkedIn Learning

LinkedIn Learning is part of LinkedIn's social media platform, which targets career networking and advancement. It is designed primarily for career professionals, offering over 20,000 courses on various topics connected to business, leadership, technology, and creative thinking.16 One of the benefits of LinkedIn Learning is its connection to one’s profile. It, therefore, offers personalized course choices. Most people with a LinkedIn account will, at some point, have received a message telling them they have free access to a LinkedIn Learning course for a specific time. Usually, these courses focus on a subject that aligns with a person’s career profile. This feature is helpful for busy professionals who don’t have time to search multiple courses on various platforms. In addition, LinkedIn will also provide a certificate for completion of the courses, which appear on one’s profile and are recognizable across the popular career platform.10 This can be a valuable resource as potential employers browse one’s profile; they can easily see if someone wants to continue their learning and growth and how they have done so. LinkedIn Learning’s courses are in video format, so it is easy to watch or listen to while doing another task that doesn’t require too much thought. Learners can also see how long a course will take them to watch so they can plan accordingly. Since learners can complete the courses at their own pace, they can break the course into time chunks to integrate the course better into their schedule. Learners have to pay for access to the platform, though, and at $30 a month,11 it can feel like a steep price when other platforms offer similar courses for less or a variety of courses for the same price.

Each platform caters to different needs and desires, so one must research the various platforms to decide which one will work for them and help them successfully attain their goals. It is also essential to consider individual needs when learning, specifically when learning with a disability.

Digital Self-Learning with a Disability

Not all online courses meet the needs of learners with disabilities. Listening to someone talk on a video might work for some people, but it may be challenging for others to follow. In traditional educational settings, instructors must consider the disabilities and individual learning needs of the students sitting in their classrooms. They then integrate ways to meet these needs into lesson planning, activities, and assignments within the classroom. As a digital self-learner, one is responsible for integrating learning strategies and assistive technology into their educational journey. To do this, one must know what support exists and what to look for.

Text-to-speech/Voice technology

Text-to-speech (or voice) technology does exactly as its name suggests. It takes text on a screen and reads it for learners. The voices that do the reading sound natural, allowing learners to listen as they engage with the voice easily. Originally designed for students who experienced difficulty reading print material, the technology has expanded into browser extensions that read whatever is on an internet browser, making reading materials accessible to students who struggle with reading, cannot read at all, or have vision issues like blurry vision or blindness.17 Besides being a great help, these technologies are either free or at a minimal cost for learners. Speechify provides two options: free or premium ($139 per year).11 Of course, paying for the premium membership gives learners more options, like skipping parts of the material or importing other texts to read, as well as additional options for voices and speed. The free version still gets the job done with some good options for learners who just need the content of a course or website read to them.18 Amazon Web Services offers a similar option, the Amazon Polly, to learners with five million characters read per month for free (approximately 3,000 printed pages).19 When learners are looking for a tool that will give them the support they need, they must consider the number of characters the tool will read. Five million characters (or 3,000 printed pages) might seem like a big number each month, but when one considers everything included in that count, five million characters might not go as far as needed to complete their course on time. One must consider that printed pages have fewer words than websites or articles and that they need to read course material and instructions, too. Learners must know how much reading is required and how much of the content is video in a course they are taking. This can help determine which tool to download or to spend money on.

Alternative keyboards

An alternative keyboard is another tool to help learners' digital learning journey. These tools target several disabilities or even preferences for learners so that typing and navigating their way through a course is accessible.20 Some keyboards meet ergonomic standards to decrease physical pressure or stress on hands, wrists, and arms. These keyboards are a good tool for anyone who types often or will be required to type for their course, but they also help those who struggle with repetitive strain injuries.21 There are also keyboards designed for those who can only use one hand to type. These keyboards are smaller and shaped entirely differently—some are pie-shaped to allow one’s fingers to reach all the keys easily as they type. These keyboards can eliminate a challenge that might seem insurmountable without them.21 Programmable keyboards exist for those who need help typing and navigating a desktop. These keyboards allow for the personalization of every key. One can program the letters to specific keys as well as functions (like opening a Word document, a calendar, etc.).21 For those learners who struggle with muscle control, these keyboards can help as they only have to touch a single key rather than try to move a mouse, accurately pinpoint an icon, or type multiple letters accurately. Keyguards can also be helpful for people who have difficulty with muscle control. Keyguards sit on top of a keyboard, protecting the keyboard from unintentional pressure against keys and preventing multiple mistakes or letter repetition. Learners can also purchase alternative keyboards that offer larger keys or larger prints against colors that increase the contrast between the characters on the keyboard and the keys themselves to increase visibility.21 These keyboards are helpful for students with visual impairments as they work through courses where typing is necessary or take digital notes on the information they are learning through video-based courses. With the variety of keyboards that meet the various needs of people with disabilities, learning online is more accessible than ever.

Audiobooks

Audiobooks can be an excellent resource for students who struggle with reading for various reasons. Like text-to-speech tools, learners can have content read to them. Unlike text-to-speech, audiobooks are prerecorded and limited to the book's content. Sometimes, one cannot find an online version of a book but, luckily, can find an audio version of the book. If a student struggles with reading, an audiobook can be useful. Similarly, students who struggle with the sedentary nature of reading can listen to an audiobook while being active in a way that helps keep them focused on what they are listening to.

Writing supports

Writing supports vary to meet different learning needs, and the support a digital self-learner will seek must depend on their individual learning needs. Students who struggle to type the words for an assignment or project themselves but can easily think about ideas and organize them can benefit from using speech-to-text generative tools. This tool comes standard with Microsoft Word, but if one doesn’t have Microsoft Office or does not want to pay for it, there are many downloadable apps for free. Amazon Web Services also offers this technology, which is downloadable with their text-to-speech application.

If students struggle with organizing their ideas into a structured paper, there are tools to help with that, too. Graphic organizers can be beneficial, and the internet has hundreds of graphic organizers created by educators that will help learners fill in the information they need in the appropriate structure for the type of project they are creating.20 Book Creator advertises over 100 graphic organizers and activities to help instructors teach content.22 As a resource designed for teachers, it is good for digital self-learners to explore. They can peruse what the site offers, take what works for them in their course, and reuse the organizers for future papers or projects. Turning on word prediction on devices can also be helpful for students.20 The suggestions word prediction offers can inspire those who struggle to translate their thoughts onto paper. Seeing two or three suggested words help move students forward when they aren’t sure how to transition from one idea to another or even what word will work best to convey their meaning. Word prediction is not always accurate, though; one must evaluate the suggestions before accepting them. In addition, learners need to be careful in a course taken with a formal institution because using tools such as word prediction may be considered a breach of academic integrity and result in disciplinary action.

FM Systems

For students who struggle with focus and attention in a busy classroom or noisy environment (a busy household, for example), a frequency modulation (FM) system is an invaluable tool. This device transmits an instructor’s voice through an FM radio station. Students can receive this message in two ways: through speakers in the classroom or directly into their ear through an earpiece.20 If a student has a hearing impairment and wears hearing aids, they can turn them off to dampen the extraneous noise so the FM system is clear in their ears. These devices allow clear and consistent sound between the instructor and the learner.20 If learners struggle to focus, having the instructor speak directly in their ears can minimize distraction. In addition, it can help with language processing difficulties because students can clearly hear what the instructor is saying. Fortunately, digital self-learners can plug the FM systems directly into a computer or connect them via Bluetooth. For digital self-learners who have hearing loss, there is also the option to purchase hearing aids with Bluetooth capabilities that will connect directly to a television, laptop, or any other Bluetooth device, and the sound will be heard directly in one’s ear, much like an FM system, but without the need for a microphone on the other end of the signal.23

Inclusive & accessible design

Although assistive technology is helpful for learners because it allows more people to access courses and course material, course design is also essential. If a course is accessible to all learners (or as many as possible), the ease and convenience of learning help maintain one’s motivation. Inclusive and accessible design aims to work the needs of as many learners as possible into the course and how it is delivered. Inclusive design takes into consideration what disabilities and preferences learners might have. It also caters to students who are new to the language of the course and students who have experienced discrimination or trauma as a result of their cultural or sexual orientation.24 It is rarely possible to meet every need in a large class, but courses designed with accessibility in mind will provide students with choices in assignments, material, and delivery methods. They will also cover topics with sensitivity and choose materials that many types of students can relate to within the context of the subject they are studying. In this way, students need few accommodations because they have been built into the course already.

Universal Design framework

Universal Design (UD) builds on the principle of accessibility for everyone.24 This term refers to instructional methods, learning methods, and course design. It is known as Universal Design (UD), Universal Instructional Design (UID), or Universal Design for Learning (UDL).25 Whatever the acronym used, Universal Design incorporates the needs of all learners into the design of the course and the physical space the course takes place in, including a learning management system. In online learning environments, universal design uses web content accessibility guidelines (WCAG). These guidelines stipulate that all course content must be perceivable, operable, understandable, and robust for the benefit of all learners. This means that every learner must be able to access the course content, physically manipulate the cursor and keyboard to access this material, understand how to use the learning management system to complete the course, and that the coding behind the course and these supports is accurate to ensure it does not fall apart on learners, disrupting their learning.24 In addition to the practical guidelines for online course creation, UD has three guiding principles for course content and planning: engagement, representation, and action and expression.26 Each of these principles addresses how people learn and how they easily access information. CAST is a renowned consulting company that works with organizations to break learning barriers.27 The following chart, taken from the CAST website, provides a clear overview of the principles for filling a course with content and assignments accessible to as many students as possible.
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These principles, when followed, ensure a safe learning environment for every student where they can thrive, increasing their success. The principles work to make content digestible for a variety of students by offering multiple ways of ingesting the information, relevant material, and opportunities to craft projects and assignments that cater to student strengths and allow for the use of any assistive technology they need to help them demonstrate their understanding and learning. It might be challenging to determine whether or not an online course follows the principles of Universal Design. Before taking a course, it can help to read the course description carefully to see what content it covers and how it presents it. Learners can also read the course platform’s frequently asked questions to see if the platform advertises UD or not. Similarly, reading reviews on the course or the platform in forums not connected directly to the company offering the course can provide helpful information about the experience one will have in the course. If other students complain that the course only uses boring videos, that indicates that Universal Design is not a priority for the platform.

With hundreds of thousands of online courses being offered at affordable prices, carefully considering what one wants and needs to meet their goals is critical to maintaining motivation. When looking for a learning platform, learners must consider their personal learning needs and preferences. They can then use this consideration to examine a course offering. They may determine that the course is not the right one for them because it does not implement universal design principles.

Action Steps

Take a moment to think about the ways you prefer to learn your information. Do you enjoy sitting in a meeting room listening to a PowerPoint presentation? Would you rather listen to a podcast while at the gym or in the kitchen? Do you prefer to read an article you can easily and quickly scan? How you prefer to learn will play a big part in choosing a course or learning path, so looking for courses that align with your preferences is important.

Think about a moment when you struggled to learn a concept. What made it difficult, and would an assistive tool or a principle of universal design have helped you learn that concept more easily? If a course you must take does not incorporate Universal Design, think about how you can take responsibility to apply it to your coursework.

Chapter Summary

	The explosion of the online learning industry has resulted in hundreds of thousands of courses, making choosing a course difficult.

	Avoid analysis paralysis by keeping an end goal in mind, looking for opportunities to apply learning, checking the level of competence needed, and considering learning preferences.

	Knowing what group of learners a platform targets will help people choose a platform that will align with their goals.

	It is essential to consider a course’s application of universal design principles and how a course will meet one’s personal needs and preferences.
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THE ACCOUNTABILITY BOOSTER
HOW TO EXPLOIT THE REWARD SYSTEM TO CREATE UNSTOPPABLE LEARNING HABITS THAT WILL AWAKEN YOUR FULL POTENTIAL


Cindy slouched in front of her monitor, staring at the screen intently, her project guidelines lighting up her face. She knew she was weeks behind on learning the concepts and information needed to complete the assignment, but wondered if she could do it anyway. The deadline for course completion was only a few weeks away, and she didn’t have the time or the energy to catch up on every topic she was behind on, but she wanted to complete the course.

Cindy had been an addictions counselor for seven years, and she had seen some success stories for her clients in that time and some tragedies. She had also realized the impact trauma had on those who struggled with addiction issues, and she knew if she increased her understanding of how to treat trauma, she would see more success for her clients. She found a course she thought would work, signed up, and started it with gusto.

When she signed up for it, she had envisioned herself completing the course with confidence in treating trauma for her patients, and she imagined them living happier, more fulfilled, and successful lives as a result of her treatment plans. She pictured herself sharing her knowledge and wisdom with her colleagues, gaining more respect as she shared success story after success story. She had even allowed herself to hope that completing the course would give her the expertise to speak at conferences in front of other counselors and psychologists.

All these visions sparked her excitement. She was motivated and breezed through the first two weeks of the course, sticking to her plan: study each day for an hour before work and then another hour after work. Between seeing clients, traveling around the city, and completing paperwork, she was trying to think about her course. By the third week, her task list was longer than usual as she struggled to get as much done within each day.

Instead of giving herself two hours each day for her course, she altered her plan to study for an hour in the morning before work, when she was most productive. She dedicated the second hour in the evenings to catching up at work. By the fourth week, she found herself exhausted in the mornings. The course was hard work, and she often felt like her brain was foggy in the mornings. Getting ready took longer, and she often wasn’t eating breakfast anymore. Cindy decided she would find time on the weekends to catch up on her course, but somehow, the weekends never seemed to have enough time. People would pop by or invite her out, and she had weekly Sunday dinners with her family. Her coursework fell behind, and now here she was, staring at an assignment she knew she couldn’t do well. She didn’t want to keep trying but didn’t want to give up. Cindy felt stuck. Her dreams of becoming a trauma expert and applying her new knowledge and skills to her practice quickly becoming unreachable. She didn’t know if it was worth trying to catch up or just letting it go and trying again at a different time.

I’ve seen it happen more than I would like to admit—learners (online and in-person) are excited about their course at the beginning. Then they become less enthusiastic in the fourth week of a course, and even less excited in the sixth week until finally, they seem to lose all their drive to continue. A failing grade feels more manageable than catching up or applying themselves. As a result, they don’t hand in their work. They don’t even respond to e-mails, messages, or conversations, prodding them to relay what has happened and the support they need. These students have completely lost their motivation.

Not every learner experiences this; certainly, not every digital self-learner will find themselves staring hopelessly at a computer screen. But not every learner will find it easy to maintain motivation to achieve their goals. Many strategies can help when one faces faltering motivation so they do not end up weeks behind or experiencing the hopelessness that Cindy felt.

Crafting inspirational goals

When one wants to set a goal that truly motivates them, they must determine why they will take any action toward their goal. They must determine what they ultimately want to achieve.1 Often, when people create a goal, they mistake ways of getting to a goal as a goal.2 For example, when someone is developing a goal for their self-learning journey, they might end with the goal of passing their course. However, a passing grade might not help motivate them when they are tired. Passing the class must be connected to their end goal, which needs an apparent why reason. For example, in Cindy’s case, instead of receiving a passing grade, the reason for completing the course might be having a greater impact on clients' lives. When framed this way, the goal is not a dreaded thing looming above one. Instead, it is connected to intrinsic motivation as one can more easily find pleasure in doing the work because they understand the joy and success in the result.3 This end goal not only gets at the heart of why someone is doing something but also helps keep them focused as they work to complete all the steps along the way. Goals that focus on this also help one to do more than meet the minimum requirements. Goals help people excel because they know why they are doing the work, and they have more positivity connected with the goal.3 These end goals are the lagging metrics discussed in Chapter 4. The lagging metric is vital to completing a project, but falls behind the lead metrics in the goal-completion process. These metrics are many smaller actions one must take before reaching their ultimate destination.1

Lead metrics are just as important to plan when setting a goal because completing them predicts a learner’s success in meeting the lag metric.1 Since they are steps one must take toward their final goal, they act as smaller goals along the way.

Lead metrics provide a clear plan for learners, give them specific targets, and allow for easy incentive-based motivation. Many people advocate for SMART goals when it comes to setting goals. SMART is an acronym for specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and time-bound.2 When a goal meets each of those criteria, it is often effective. However, when one uses SMART goals as lead metrics toward a lagging metric, they can increase the power of goal setting. When a person has an end goal, they can look at creating smaller SMART goals that will take them there, resulting in a clear plan they can follow and use to measure their achievement along the way. For example, as mentioned earlier, someone’s end goal (lagging metric) is to set the foundation for acquiring a career they love. Then, they can create four to five achievement goals that are specific to their work or success, measurable for them, attainable considering the circumstances, relevant to their end goal, and time-bound. When each of these criteria is in place, one has all the elements to create a scoreboard to measure their progress and celebrate their success. The following chart visualizes what this might look like for someone in customer service position for a web service provider.
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One must remember that life changes, goals change, and sometimes online courses are not what they promise. Flexibility in the plan and the goals while keeping the lagging metric in focus is essential. In the chart above, for example, the person might find that the Coursera course they signed up for doesn’t give them as much information about the specific interface they want to learn about. They may have to find another course to help meet their goal. Someone might also offer to walk them through the programming and even create their mirror code (like Rick from tech development). Such an opportunity may end up being more valuable than taking a course because they can question an expert in real time and apply what they are learning in a functional way while also allowing them to learn the information they need to meet their lagging metric. In this case, the lead metric laid out in this SMART goal can change from taking a course. As long as the change allows them to meet their target, it doesn’t matter how they get there. This also means that once one gains knowledge and meets the goal, they can still celebrate success.

Celebrating achievements with rewards

Working to achieve a goal is usually hard. The journey comes with challenges and fluctuating motivation. When someone is a digital self-learner, they are prone to experience these difficulties, so making the process as enjoyable as possible by celebrating successes can help keep one on track to reaching their goal.

When one considers lagging and lead metrics, the plan they create can seem overwhelming, especially if there are many lead metrics. People often look at that plan and think about everything they haven’t done, even when they have achieved one or two steps of the plan.4 This can be discouraging and lead to faltering motivation. Providing rewards for the goals one can check off helps mitigate these feelings. Scoreboards are an effective way to do this, with an incentive attached to each accomplishment. They visually represent where a learner is in their plan to achieve their lagging metric.1 For example, a scoreboard for Cindy’s charted plan could look like this:
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Of course, scoreboards can look different for each person. They can be as simple or as creative as one wants them to be as long as they allow one to visually monitor their progress and work to motivate them by allowing them to see what they have achieved. As helpful as a scoreboard can be, it isn’t the board that motivates someone. It is the celebration of accomplishment and the benefits of rewards for hard work.

When people celebrate their accomplishments in their journey to their end goals, they remind themselves that they are committed to their goal because each smaller achievement is them purposefully moving toward their larger goal.5 In addition, failing to focus on the steps required to reach one’s lagging metric can decrease motivation. Focusing only on the outcome means people think in an either/or mentality: success or failure.5 They will either meet their goal, and many great things will happen, or they won’t, and no wonderful things will happen. This mentality also distracts people from noticing their steps toward that end goal, skewing their perception of progress and possibility. Sustaining motivation is also more likely when one keeps the steps they must take to reach an end goal and the hard work it will take top of mind.5 If a person can do this, when they think about their goal, they can see how much hard work they have done, fostering a sense of accomplishment along the way instead of only at the end. This is rewarding, but when one adds a treat to that focus, one experiences even more benefits.

When someone receives a reward, their body responds by releasing dopamine, increasing feelings of well-being and joy. This internal biological response helps reinforce behaviors, for better or worse. This is the same hormone released when someone hears their phone notify them of a text message or receive a “like” on social media. It is also the same hormone that triggers addictions.6 Although it might sound dangerous, goal-setters can use this biological response for their benefit by rewarding themselves for achieving each lead measure on their way to their lag measure. When they feel their brain release dopamine because of the reward, that feeling connects to the accomplishment that inspired the reward.4 The behavior of working hard to achieve a goal is reinforced, working toward establishing good work habits.

When deciding to reward oneself, choosing a personally meaningful reward is important. Going out with friends may work well for an extroverted individual, while someone more inclined to spend alone time might reward themself with a good cup of coffee in their favorite chair while they read a book or watch a television show. Those who prefer to be active outside might choose a long bike ride, a hike, or a paddle. Spending time on a hobby one enjoys is a good way to reward oneself without spending much money. If budget isn’t a consideration for scoreboard rewards, material items can be good rewards, too. One could designate less expensive material rewards, like a new shirt, to the lead measures and a more expensive reward, like a piece of jewelry or a new expresso machine, for the lag measure. Food rewards are also helpful for some people, and one can plan incrementally more significant food rewards as they move closer to their end goal. Whatever one chooses should be something that brings them pleasure and joy. The only caveat to a reward is that it should not be counter-productive to their end goal. For example, if one rewards themselves for two hours of study time, a reward should not be two days of no work. This reward undermines progress and places greater value on not working than on working.3 A better reward would be watching one episode of one’s favorite television show or a coffee date with a friend. It can help to create a list of activities or things that are enjoyable and accessible. People can then easily decide on rewards from their list as they make a scoreboard. Similarly, they could randomly choose a reward from this list whenever they meet a lead metric.

Using a scoreboard to reward oneself for small accomplishments is key when building new habits because it reinforces the behavior regularly. In addition, if one waits too long to reward themselves, the value of the reward diminishes. This concept is called “delay discounting” and is a typical mental process in humans. The longer one has to wait for a reward, the faster it loses worth to them, but if a reward is closer, even if it is of lesser value, people will perceive it as valuable.7 For example, if one decides to reward themselves with $40.00 to spend when they accomplish a goal in one week and another $40.00 in two weeks when they complete their second goal, they will be motivated to complete their work by their one-week deadline. If, however, they decide to allow themselves to spend $40.00 when they reach their end goal in one month, they will be less motivated because the time between starting their goal and finishing it diminishes the value of the $40.00, even though it is the same amount of money. This pattern remains the same if the reward at the end is also higher. If someone promised themselves $80.00 at the end of the month after meeting their lagging metric, they may not be as motivated as receiving $40.00 in one week because they have succumbed to delay discounting. This means that spacing rewards out too far from each other will not help with one’s motivation.

Like Cindy, motivation and working hard can be strong at the start of one’s journey toward an end goal—and even at the end—but can wane in the middle parts of the journey. Many people can’t push through the middle part, leaving courses unfinished and failing to accomplish their goals. The average completion rate for online classes is 12.6%.8 When considering the concept of delay discounting, getting through the middle can be made easier by keeping the time between rewards short. When outlining lagging and leading metrics, it is important to balance having so many lead metrics that one feels overwhelmed and having them spaced appropriately to sustain one’s motivation. Breaking lead metrics into weekly or bi-weekly segments might be a good way to ensure one does not fall prey to a dip in motivation.3

Once one determines a timeline that works for them, they can think about what rewards they might want to give themselves. Integrating rewards into a scoreboard with a lagging metric and lead measures provides one with a valuable tool to attain success. In addition to a scoreboard, having access to a group of people that one can be accountable to is a powerful tool for achieving one’s goals.

Using accountability to acknowledge achievements

Many online courses focus on flexibility for learners. This means that there are often no instructors available, the learner determines timelines, and there is no face-to-face classroom community. This differs from traditional learning, where an instructor creates each of these aspects of the course. In conventional learning settings, accountability is naturally part of the course. There is a course end date, and instructors monitor student progress toward that goal. An official grade is also attached to each assignment, encouraging students to keep pace with the class and acknowledging a learner’s accomplishments. These educational functions must be performed in other ways for digital self-learners because of their importance in motivation and success.

The power of accountability

Digital self-learning doesn’t have to feel isolating despite learners not being part of a physical classroom community. Many learning management systems or learning platforms offer online forums for students to connect with others taking courses in the same or similar subject areas. Simply connecting with others to engage in a community can ensure continued motivation as one engages with the material in a social context.9 This, in turn, can lead to greater success rates.

Although social communities aimed at connecting learners are a good place to start, they aren’t the most effective tool for success. Having a group, online or in-person, that holds one accountable for what they are learning is far more effective. In an effective accountability group, people expect everyone to complete whatever they commit to doing between meetings and the next. The pressure to admit to failure in front of others can help motivate one to continue.10 In addition to offering this pressure, if an accountability group meets on a weekly or bi-weekly basis, this timeline helps keep the time between goals or lead metrics short, helping one maintain motivation to meet their end goal. In addition to helping keep one focused and motivated, accountability groups offer learners the opportunity to discuss the challenges they face and the problems they run into with a group of people committed to helping one another. This means they can help modify each other’s goals by offering feedback. This is especially useful when one has been in an accountability group for enough time that others can notice their patterns regarding meeting goals or progress. They can use these observations to improve goal setting. Additionally, as groups discuss the problems that arise, they can help each other work through them, enhancing problem-solving skills and widening perspectives as people share their ideas and outlooks.10

If one struggles in a group setting or cannot find a group of like-minded people committed to their success and that of others, there are many apps or websites that create accountability. Flow Club is a website that offers memberships for people who need help with focus, accountability, and focus. Flow Club connects people online who are all working in their own space. Users must sign up for a period and log in to share their goals for the work period, work online with others, and share their progress at the end of a session.11 Having a little accountability can make a big difference for some people, and simply sharing their target goal for the work period is often enough to spur one to work productively during the specified time.

Some people may find a changing group of people is not enough to hold them accountable, specifically if their goal timeline spans a few months (like completing a longer course or certification). In this case, GoalsWon might be a better choice. GoalsWon offers subscribers a personal human coach via a downloadable app. The app pairs each user with a coach that will help them meet their personal goals as they define them on the app. The coach will reach out daily to check progress, encourage users, and share information about their habits, tendencies, successes, and failures.12 Each accountability tool charges users a subscription, but both advertise it is less than the price of buying a cup of coffee each day. These are only two of many options, and if one can find a group of people with whom they can find a sense of community for free, the benefits to one’s growth and success can be invaluable.10

Assessment & acknowledgment

In addition to finding a group of people or a person who holds one accountable for meeting their learning goals, it is also vital to have feedback on one’s work and learning that connects directly to the learning outcomes of the course or learning goal. Some courses will offer projects, assignments, or tests that help learners stay on track and provide direct feedback on their areas of strengths and where their knowledge gaps are. If a course does not offer these, or if one is self-designing their learning journey using multiple resources, they need to find ways to ensure they get the same quality of feedback in addition to the reward of acknowledging their progress.

If an accountability partner is also a mentor in the subject area someone is learning, this can help meet the need for feedback on progress concerning the outcomes or objectives. If digital self-learners are not lucky enough to have such a person guiding them through the process, they must find ways to determine their progress and get feedback on what they are learning. Finding quizzes online can help them achieve this goal. However, the quizzes must target specific skills or concepts one is learning. One can’t simply take a general intelligence test and expect the results to tell them if they have increased their knowledge of Search Engine Optimization (SEO) standards for content writing. In the case of learning this skill, one might decide to create a website, applying all the things they are learning. They can then test various search engines to see how far up or down it appears on the results list. Similarly, they could categorize the information they have committed to memory and then compare their chart with the book they have been reading, the course they have been taking, or online articles from trusted sources to see where their knowledge gaps might be. If learners are taking a course, they can look at the course overview to determine what topics are covered (what they will learn) to craft assessments for themselves that will provide specific and focused feedback. When one receives positive feedback through these assignments or from a mentor, it is a good idea to reward oneself (as one would when they are following a scoreboard). Teachers and instructors often provide positive reinforcement in the traditional classroom or online setting that helps maintain motivation and build confidence in the new skills and knowledge learners are gaining. When one is self-learning, they must do this for themselves.

Action Steps

Think about the people in your life who have been most supportive of you. These people are committed to your success and would make good accountability partners or even a group. Reach out to one or two of these people, explain your goals, and ask if they would be willing to be your accountability partner with regular meetings (online or in person).

Additionally, research one app or online platform that offers accountability. If it offers a free trial, sign up and test it out. But don’t forget to put a reminder on your phone to cancel at the end of the free trial in case you don’t love the platform or find it ineffective.

Chapter Summary

	Carefully plan lag and lead metrics to ensure they work together for the best chance of success.

	Scoreboards are a useful tool to keep track of progress toward an end goal when they incorporate realitistic lead measures and frequent time intervals between rewards.

	Identifying rewards that will be enjoyed and planning them accordingly is a significant factor in developing and maintaining motivation.

	Stay accountable to goals along the way with an accountability partner or group to increase the chances of success and sustain motivation.

	Assessments and feedback may need to be self-created but must be relevant to the learning objectives to be meaningful.
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LIFE'S YOUR OPEN TEXTBOOK
ARE YOU READY TO SELF-LEARN YOUR WAY TO PERSONAL GROWTH, POWERFUL CONNECTIONS, AND CAREER SUCCESS?


Imet Donna when my new job required me to take over her course mid-semester while she went on holiday for the summer. Our initial meeting was in person and brief, so we met again online a few days later. I assumed this second meeting would be functional, focused on what I had to teach and how to teach it. To be honest, that had always been my experience with colleagues. Relationships were friendly, functional, and productive. I never complained because I believed that was professional. I didn’t need friends at work; I had friends and family outside of work. So, when Donna’s camera turned on, revealing a warm smile followed by an enthusiastic, “I’m so pleased we can take the time to talk!” I was caught a little off-guard. Our conversation meandered through topics about the course, personal life, and teaching philosophy.

Over the course of our hour-and-a-half conversation, a few things became clear to me. Donna was warm, positive, intelligent, and constantly learning. This was evident in her work finding and creating content for her courses and her approach to her profession, her colleagues, and herself.

Donna’s commitment to continuous learning about teaching, people, and herself enveloped me with warmth. This beginning of our relationship established trust in a way I have never experienced with a colleague. It established a sense of adventure through trial and error and challenged me to ask myself questions about my teaching philosophy, my approach to pedagogy, and myself. After over a decade of teaching, I finally feel confident to make mistakes I can learn from. I am comfortable having lessons fall flat and letting students have a say in their learning journey because I understand from watching Donna that my movement forward in my teaching career is a journey of self-learning that won’t end in a few months or even a few years. Learning is a lifelong process that each person has the power to control for themselves.

The interplay of academic learning and personal growth

An attitude of life-long learning, like Donna’s, helps set people up for success because a willingness to learn and grow from mistakes enables more wisdom in life and in a career. Taking online courses that further one’s skillset and allow them to become experts in their field is another way that people demonstrate an attitude of lifelong learning. Whether one reflects a spirit of adventure through learning, like Donna, or takes courses to increase their skills whenever possible, they are developing an approach to learning that bleeds into personal development and allows people to reach their full potential.

Many employers are looking for both technical and soft skills in applicants. Soft skills reveal character and attitude and are part of one’s commitment to personal development. Someone who seeks to improve themselves will be a better team member, be willing to work through challenges, admit their mistakes, and use them to their advantage.1 Alternatively, someone who lacks self-awareness and the desire for personal development will often experience “poor career development, work derailment, and negative attitudes toward their work.”2 Few people, when asked about their career goals, want to say “career derailment.” Instead, most would imagine career progress, expertise, and enjoyment. Self-examination is crucial to accomplishing this. Those willing to examine their behaviors, thoughts, attitudes, and mistakes have what psychologist Carol Dweck termed a “growth mindset.”3 The basis of the growth mindset is “the belief that abilities can be developed” rather than the belief that they are fixed.4 Under this definition, people with a growth mindset consistently intend to improve in various areas. Cultivation of a growth mindset must happen with an attitude of safety for people to meet their potential and experience behavioral change. Often, those with a growth mindset can easily cultivate it in others, perpetuating their learning journey and those around them.5 Like my experience with Donna, mentors can help encourage people to continue learning and growing. Still, when one engages in digital self-learning for academic or career purposes, crafting goals and plans for themselves, they are cultivating their growth mindset, too.

Working well with others requires listening carefully to the ideas, perspectives, and concerns of colleagues.6 One must listen actively to sort out the vital points from those that don’t need to be addressed right away or at all, be truthful and realistic in offering solutions, and be able to guide the thinking of others to stay focused on the end goal. Each of these skills is honed when one engages in digital self-learning. As they listen to video lectures or course content videos, they consistently practice active listening as they sort through the information to determine what they need to know, what information fills their knowledge gaps, or what extra information they need to find to fill those gaps. Understanding what a realistic goal or solution is to a challenge that arises is common practice when one faces challenges learning on their own, setting goals for themselves, and planning to stay focused on meeting those goals. Once one knows how to guide themself, they can teach that process to others with compassion because they understand the difficulties people face and the work it takes to overcome them.

Similarly, those with digital self-learning experience know how to take account of the resources and materials available and determine which ones are necessary for the current task or problem they must solve. They learn how to create timelines and manage their time and tasks to meet those deadlines.7 These skills not only help them complete courses but can help them complete their projects at work and lead others through a project. These skills can also help one manage their personal life, face challenges (even challenges like tackling the process of discovering the next steps after an appliance breaks), and navigate relationships. It becomes much easier to identify the goal of spending time with family or friends when a person is used to thinking about the reason behind a goal.8 It is also easier to manage time and resources because the habit of doing so has already been established by creating scoreboards and dedicating time to a specific activity to help meet that end goal.

A person’s belief in themself is another aspect of personal growth that bleeds into the realm of digital self learning. Having confidence in ability enables individuals to approach challenges with an optimistic viewpoint, increasing the likelihood of success in meeting goals. This attitude transfers to colleagues who may be more willing to join in a project.1 Reflecting on past successes can help instill this sense of competence in oneself. Additionally, when one successfully achieves an end goal by creating a detailed and focused plan, their confidence increases with a sense of autonomy. Whether these successes happen in one’s personal life, at work, or through online learning, they begin to see themselves as capable and changeable, motivating further improvement and belief in one’s competence.9 They have cultivated a growth mindset, which increases the effort to continue improving.4 These experiences also help instill a sense of positivity in people based on real experience. Such a sense of positivity can increase happiness in people, generally instilling a positive association with self-growth and personal development, mirroring the experience with academic learning.5

Personal development requires self-awareness, and self-awareness requires reflection and analysis2, like academic learning. Therefore, those who actively engage in personal development will have strong learning abilities. As one examines themself, they can easily assess their state of mind in specific situations, which helps them decide on an appropriate course of action and how to respond to others.2 Rather than having a reactionary response that can damage one’s relationships, they demonstrate respect as they work through difficult situations and relationships with others, leaving everyone, including themself, feeling respected and valued. In addition to the relational benefits of personal development, there are also health benefits.

Continued learning is vital to one’s cognitive function. Since cognitive function decreases with age, many studies focus on improving those functions in older people; however, the results apply to all brains. The implications of one study, “The Synapse Project,” are particularly relevant to the discussion of continued learning and personal development. This study divided elderly participants into four groups (including a control group). For three months, two groups had to spend at least 15 hours a week in what researchers called “productive engagement,” while the third group was required to spend the same amount of time in “receptive engagement.” The study defined productive engagement as “activities that require active learning and sustained activation of working memory, long-term memory, and executive processes.”10 Researchers defined receptive engagement as “activities that rely on passive observation, activation of existing knowledge, and familiar activities.”10 It’s important to note here that the definition of productive engagement holds similarities to active learning, as discussed in earlier chapters. In The Synapse Project, the productive engagement participants had to learn the brand new skill of digital photography and photo-editing software or quilting. These participants would have been focusing intently on the information they were learning, applying that learning as they took photographs, making connections between the action of taking pictures and the information they learned, categorizing the information, and continuously retrieving it, resulting in a more solid and long-lasting comprehension.11 Participants in the receptive engagement group socialized, listened to classical music, and did word-meaning puzzles. The nature of the receptive engagement activities does not require active learning since they were learning nothing new. The experiment’s results were definitive; participants of the productive engagement groups had improved their working memory significantly in addition to episodic memory, mental control, and visuospatial processing. There was little to no improvement in the cognitive skills measured for the receptive engagement participants. It is clear from this study that active learning, achieved through learning new skills and personal development, helps maintain and increase cognitive function.10

Digital self-learning works for academic and personal learning because of the similarities between the attitudes and skills needed in both arenas. Just as the internet is a vast resource for learning new skills and information, it is also an incredible resource for self-development. Many journal articles, books, and courses on self-help, personal progress, and personal development are available online. Many companies have websites with accessible resources, and many influencers use social media platforms to spread their ideas and resources. All of these are accessible for little to no cost to anyone willing to seek them out.

One of the obstacles to personal development can often be the fear of facing failure. Examining the self means looking closely at the mistakes one makes, faulty thought patterns, and limited perspectives that guide one’s actions. These can be hard to face, but they are essential to improving cognitive function and enriching life.

How to fail well

Parents tell their children it is OK to fail, and teachers tell students that failure helps them learn. Yet many adults hold themselves to a different standard when it comes to their personal lives, careers, and academic journeys.

When someone experiences failure, they attach negative emotions to that experience; guilt and shame are the most common. Although guilt feels negative, it forces one to accept responsibility for their failure and often results in actions that work to mediate the results of that failure.12 This is not the same as learning from failure. Learning through failure is highly connected to a growth mindset. One must believe that they can improve and that the failure is not because of their lack of competence but because of their lack of effort or current knowledge.4 With this mindset, one can more easily move forward and examine their failure on a personal level to avoid future failures of a similar nature. However, when one feels shame due to their failure, adopting a growth mindset can be much more difficult.

Shame increases one’s sense of failure when they have made a mistake in addition to their belief that the failure results from incompetence. These feelings, in turn, cause a desire to withdraw from those connected to the mistake, resistance to engage in similar activities, and even hostility between them and the people involved in their failure.12 The belief in their culpability as a result of their incompetence makes it difficult for one to adopt a growth mindset. This is particularly significant because one can have a growth mindset in one area while maintaining a fixed mindset in another. For example, one might believe that their character is changeable as they gain more patience with age, but they might believe that intelligence or skill acquisition is fixed.4 In these cases, self-awareness can help one overcome the challenges of failure as they examine which parts of themselves have historically been changeable and which have not. Such a focus can help them determine if shame or their personal belief is holding them back. Whichever answer they come up with, there are solutions to overcoming failure and learning from it.

If one determines that their inability to learn from failure results from a fixed mindset, they can examine their personal experience in the light of personal development. Challenging their perspective by comparing it to another offered in an online book or an audiobook that explores how to increase skills or improve cognitive function can help them determine the truth of their abilities and see their failure as an opportunity to learn rather than an indication that they have reached their potential. In addition, they can find and follow an influencer committed to personal growth, intelligence research, and encouraging others in those areas. Surrounding oneself with people and resources that align with the areas of personal development, one is seeking will help keep them motivated and growing.5

If, on the other hand, one identifies their shame as the element holding them back from learning from failure, they can engage in processes that will help them reshape their perspective on shame. One tactic is distracting oneself from the shame associated with the failure by asking questions that move away from the failure and toward the future. For example, they can ask what steps they need to take after the failure, what their role in their relationships (work or personal) is, and how they can step into that role daily.12 In this way, the attention is taken off the failure and focused on forward thinking. Although they do not examine the mistake in-depth, this facilitates a subtle change in perspective on what failure means as they focus on their roles in the future. In addition, by answering these questions, they establish the foundations necessary to ensure they do not repeat the same mistake. Alternatively, one can face the idea of failure head-on by looking at past failures and the failures of other people to examine what those failures meant for others. If they can see how others have learned or evolved from the mistakes they made, they can detach the emotion of shame from the failure.12

In addition to these strategies for mitigating shame after the fact of a mistake, one can also preempt this emotion. When people understand the importance of what they are doing, failure automatically becomes a learning opportunity.12 Just like understanding the “why” behind an end goal increases motivation, understanding the importance of a project (whether that is at work, at school, or in one’s personal life) increases one’s commitment to it. With a greater sense of commitment comes less of a sense of shame when one makes a mistake. Those who understand why they are doing what they are doing are more likely to perceive a failure as a setback rather than the end of the road. They are more likely to want to find another way to meet their end goal, which they believe to be important. They see the mistake as feedback they can use to improve.1 This perception automatically engages people in a growth mindset as they see the potential to improve, to move forward, and to learn.3 For example, if a marketing strategist works on an ad campaign they believe will change misconceptions about a company’s ethical considerations, they have a clear “why” for their project. The end result is not simply about making money for their client. Instead, it is restoring a reputation and offering the market an ethical product amid many unethical ones. If their initial testing for the campaign shows poor results, this is a failure. However, because the marketing strategist has a clear “why” for their work, they will more likely see this initial failure as a learning experience rather than a complete failure. They will examine what did and did not work and use that information to create an alternative campaign. They will be willing to try again because the need to succeed outweighs the failure. They can move forward instead of remaining stuck in feelings of shame and inadequacy.

Many people have experienced failures in their personal lives, work, and even education. Unfortunately, the shame accompanying the failure can often dissuade people from continuing their learning later in life. Usually, a negative experience at school and its shame will shape one’s perspective of their abilities, resulting in a fixed mindset regarding their academic potential. Learning, however, doesn’t have to be in the traditional classroom. People who once experienced the dread of having to sit in a group of people, a teacher at the front of the classroom, ready to call on them at any moment, whether or not they are prepared to answer, no longer have to suffer to gain a new skill or learn new information. Online learning, formal and informal, offers lifelong learners options that previously didn’t exist. Now, one can learn from the comfort of their home in a way that suits their learning preferences. Learning doesn’t have to stop with a formal degree and a comfortable monthly paycheck.

Action Steps

Take a moment to list the soft skills and the learning skills you display regularly. How do these skills transfer into the other areas of your life: work, personal, or learning?

Next, think about a time when you failed at something. What emotions did you feel in the wake of your mistakes? How did you move forward from that failure? Did you distract yourself from it or did you withdraw? Which of the strategies mentioned in this chapter can you apply to any future mistakes you make or failures you experience?

Chapter Summary

	The skills needed for active academic learning are transferable to personal development.

	Learning, whether academic or personal, is vital to one’s cognitive health.

	The internet offers a wealth of personal development tools to assist one in meeting their potential.

	Guilt and shame are two of the most common emotions associated with failure; neither allows one to learn from failure.

	Learning from failure means addressing the failure head-on and determining what could have been done to avoid that failure, while learning through failure allows distance by looking at other failures to address future approaches.

	Learning from failure requires a growth mindset.

	Understanding why a goal is important helps one overcome shame at failure and adopt a growth mindset.




AFTERWORD


My journey of learning has taken twists and turns, had failures and successes, and much of it has happened beyond the boundaries of traditional learning. Despite my miserable failures with my first online courses, I learned skills that set me up for success in my first and second university degrees and later in my career. Learning from those first failures has helped me adopt a lifelong learning mentality. Failures aren’t stopping points but places to pivot and move forward from. The ability to do this—-to learn from mistakes, to plan, to organize, to focus—is increasingly important as the world changes.

The world is in a period of rapid change as technology advances almost faster than most people can keep up with it, and the social and political landscapes around the world seem to change more often than each election period. As a result, education faces the challenge of meeting the evolving needs of learners from kindergarten to retirement. In some ways, digital self-learning helps bridge the ways in which education lags behind the world, offering opportunities to learners who cannot attend traditional educational institutions.

The opportunities for digital self-learning take education beyond the classroom and traditional academic subjects. Digital self-learning even enables people to delve into a specific part of a larger topic, like paper mache instead of all paper arts or geometry instead of an entire math course. People can choose exactly what they want to study from which platform and when to learn it. They can budget for each self-designed unit of study instead of paying for an entire degree. These possibilities make digital self-learning an effective choice for many people. Circumstances have previously dictated who can study where, but geography and even income are no longer the massive barriers they used to be.

The convenience and accessibility of digital self-learning do not make the journey easy. Success stems from having clear goals that are personally relevant, and it requires work to create a plan to meet those goals and stay accountable. Learners need to find support to help them push through the difficulties they encounter with content, motivation, or the external pressures in their lives. Fortunately, learners can access support through online forums, in-person communities, learning tools, and strategies to guide learning. Learners can pick and choose which support they need at which parts of their learning journey, ensuring their needs are met from beginning to end.

When someone has taken steps to create a plan to meet an end goal, focusing on the steps they must take, the resources they need for success, and the methods of study they will use, they are honing organizational and prioritization skills. When they follow through with their plan, they develop their time management skills, perseverance, confidence, knowledge, and skills connected to whatever they are learning, ultimately setting them up for success in lifelong learning. The effort one puts into their learning reaps personal benefits because they put effort into developing their soft skills. These skills are assimilated into personal development as employers search for employees who can add value to their companies’ economic and social culture. They are integrated into relationships as one learns to organize their schedule to include time for friends, family, and themself. The stories told in this book about my and others’ journeys of digital self-learning demonstrate that self-learning is rarely an easy experience one can jump into without prior knowledge, plans, or clear goals. Success takes dedication. It requires challenging oneself, and it demands courage, but it is within reach, and it is well worth the adventure.
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Thе аuthоr оf thіѕ bооk hаѕ mаdе аll rеаѕоnаblе еffоrtѕ tо рrоvіdе сurrеnt аnd ассurаtе іnfоrmаtіоn fоr thе rеаdеrѕ оf thіѕ bооk. Thе аuthоr аnd their аѕѕосіаtеѕ wіll nоt bе hеld lіаblе fоr аnу unіntеntіоnаl еrrоrѕ оr оmіѕѕіоnѕ thаt mау bе fоund, and for damages arising from the use or misuse of the information presented in this book.

Readers should exercise their own judgment and discretion in interpreting and applying the information to their specific circumstances. This book is not intended to replace professional advice (especially medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment). Readers are encouraged to seek appropriate professional guidance for their individual needs.
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Thе рublісаtіоn оf thіrd раrtу mаtеrіаl dоеѕ nоt соnѕtіtutе thе аuthоr’ѕ guаrаntее оf аnу іnfоrmаtіоn, рrоduсtѕ, ѕеrvісеѕ, оr оріnіоnѕ соntаіnеd wіthіn thіrd раrtу mаtеrіаl. Uѕе оf thіrd раrtу mаtеrіаl dоеѕ nоt guаrаntее thаt уоur rеѕultѕ wіll mіrrоr оur rеѕultѕ. Publісаtіоn оf ѕuсh thіrd раrtу mаtеrіаl іѕ ѕіmрlу a rесоmmеndаtіоn аnd еxрrеѕѕіоn оf thе аuthоr’ѕ оwn оріnіоn оf thаt mаtеrіаl.

Whеthеr bесаuѕе оf thе рrоgrеѕѕiоn оf thе Intеrnеt, оr thе unfоrеѕееn сhаngеѕ іn соmраnу роlісу аnd еdіtоrіаl ѕubmіѕѕіоn guіdеlіnеѕ, whаt іѕ ѕtаtеd аѕ fасt аt thе tіmе оf thіѕ wrіtіng mау bесоmе оutdаtеd оr іnаррlісаblе lаtеr.

Wisdom University is committed to respecting copyright laws and intellectual property rights. We have taken reasonable measures to ensure that all quotes, diagrams, figures, images, tables, and other information used in this publication are either created by us, obtained with permission, or fall under fair use guidelines. However, if any copyright infringement has inadvertently occurred, please notify us promptly at wisdom-university@mail.net, providing sufficient details to identify the specific material in question. We will take immediate action to rectify the situation, which may include obtaining necessary permissions, making corrections, or removing the material in subsequent editions or reprints.

Thіѕ book іѕ соруrіght ©2024 bу Wisdom University wіth аll rіghtѕ rеѕеrvеd. It іѕ іllеgаl tо rеdіѕtrіbutе, сору, оr сrеаtе dеrіvаtіvе wоrkѕ frоm thіѕ bооk whоlе оr іn раrtѕ. Nо раrtѕ оf thіѕ rероrt mау bе rерrоduсеd оr rеtrаnѕmіttеd іn аnу fоrmѕ whаtѕоеvеr wіthоut thе wrіttеn еxрrеѕѕеd аnd ѕіgnеd реrmіѕѕіоn frоm thе publisher.
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“This book provides a wealth of information on how to improve
your thinking and your life. It is difficult to summarize the
information provided. When | tried, | found | was just listing the
information provided on the contents page. To obtain the value
provided in the book, you must not only read and understand the
provided information, you must apply it to your life.”

NealWC - Reviewed in the United States on July 16, 2023

“This is an inspirational read, a bit too brainy for me as | enjoy
more fluid & inspirational reads. However, the author lays out the
power of thought in a systematic way!”

Esther Dan - Reviewed in the United States on July 13, 2023

“This book offers clear and concise methods on how to think. I like
that it provides helpful methods and examples about the task of
thinking. An insightful read for sharpening your mind.”

Demetrius - Reviewed in the United States on July 16, 2023

“Exactly as the title says, actionable steps to guide your thinking!
Clear and concise.”

Deirdre Hagar Virgillo - Reviewed in the United States on July 18, 2023

“This is a book that you will reference for many years to come.
Very helpful and a brain changer in you everyday life, both
personally and professionally. Enjoy!”

Skelly - Reviewed in the United States on July 6, 2023
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Bonus Nr. 1

Our Bestseller
How To Train Your Thinking
Total Value: $9.99

HOW TO

I RA I N o

YOUR THINKING

Sharpen Your Mind To Think Bigger And
Materialize Your Dreams

WISDOM UNIVERSITY

y

If you’re ready to take maximum control of your finances
and career, then keep reading...

Here's just a fraction of what you'll discover inside:

« Why hard work has almost nothing to do with making money, and what
the real secret to wealth is

« Why feeling like a failure is a great place to start your success story

« The way to gain world-beating levels of focus, even if you normally
struggle to concentrate
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*If you download 20 of our books for free, this would equal a value of
199.80$
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“Thanks Wisdom University! This book offers simple strategies
one can use to achieve things in your personal life. Anyone of
average intelligence can read, understand and be in a position to
enact the suggestions contained within.”

David L. Jones - Reviewed in the United States on November 12, 2023

“Haven't finished it yet, but what I've gone through so far is just
incredible! Another great job from this publisher!”

W. S. Jones - Reviewed in the United States on October 12, 2023

“A great book to help you through difficult and complex problems.
It gets you to think differently about what you are dealing with.
Highly recommend to both new and experienced problem solvers.
You with think differently after reading this book.”

Thom - Reviewed in the United States on October 18, 2023

“I like this book and how it simplifies complex ideas into
something to use in everyday life. | am applying the concept and
gaining a lot of clarity and insight.”

Ola - Reviewed in the United States on October 18, 2023

“The book is an excellent introduction to game theory. The writing
is clear, and the analysis is first-rate. Concrete, real-world
examples of theory are presented, and both the ways in which
game theory effectively models what actually happens in life is
cogently evaluated. | also appreciate the attention paid to the
ethical dimensions of applying game theory in many situations.”

Amazon Customer - Reviewed in the United States on October 8, 2023
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Think about how knowledge will
be used

Imagine using the knowledge
geined from a unit of study in a
reallife scenario at work.

Shift Perspective

Thinking about something ina
new light

Imagine how a customer would
view a specific policy in relation
tots impact on them.

Categorize

Create categories for known
information

Take all the facts and
information studied and
organize them into columnsin a
chart with appropriate
headings.

Directed Forgetting

Purposefully not paying
attention to information that
isn't necessary to leamn

‘Ask for a test review sheet, and
if any information is not
included onit, ignore it.

Interleaving

Learning one concept followed
by an entirely different concept
and then returning to the first
concept

Learn how to calculate the
longest line of a triangle, then
learn how to integrate
quotationsinto a paper, and
then go back to study the
calculation of the longest line of
a triangle.

Change Something

Change something about where
or how you study the same
materials.

Choose a new place to study the
same material or a new person
to study the material with
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You'll get exclusive access to our books before they hit the online
shelves and enjoy them for free.

Additionally, you'll receive the following bonuses:
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Here's everything you get:

v/ How To Train Your Thinking eBook
v The Art Of Game Theory eBook

v/ Break Your Thinking Patterns Sheet
V Flex Your Wisdom Muscle Sheet

v All our upcoming eBooks

Total Value: $229.76

($9.99 Value)
($9.99 Value)
($4.99 Value)
($4.99 Value)
($199.80* Value)
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Bonus Nr.3 & 4

Thinking Sheets
Break Your Thinking Patterns
&
Flex Your Wisdom Muscle
Total Value Each: $4.99

A glimpse into what you'll discover inside:

e How to expose the sneaky flaws in your thinking and what it takes
to fix them (the included solutions are dead-simple)

e Dozens of foolproof strategies to make sound and regret-free
decisions leading you to a life of certainty and fulfillment

e How to elevate your rationality to extraordinary levels (this will put
you on a level with Bill Gates, Elon Musk and Warren Buffett)

e Hidden gems of wisdom to guide your thoughts and actions
(gathered from the smartest minds of all time)
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Our Bestseller
The Art Of Game Theory
Total Value: $9.99

THEARTOF |

GAME
THEORY |

How To Win Life’s Ultimate Payoffs Through The Craft
Of Prediction, Influence, And Empathetic Strategy

X | X

X

WISDOM UNIVERS|TY

y

If Life is a game, what are the rules? And more
importantly... Where are they written?

Here’s just a fraction of what you’ll discover inside:

« When does it pay to be a selfish player... and why you may need to go
inside a prisoner’s mind to find out

« How to recognize which game you’re playing and turn the tables on your
opponent... even if they appear to have the upper hand

« Why some games aren’t worth playing and what you should do instead
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v/ How To Train Your Thinking eBook ($9.99 Value)
v/ The Art Of Game Theory eBook ($9.99 Value)
V/ Break Your Thinking Patterns Sheet ($4.99 Value)
v Flex Your Wisdom Muscle Sheet ($4.99 Value)
v/ All our upcoming eBooks ($199.80* Value)

Total Value: $229.76

Go to wisdom-university.net for the offer!

(Or simply scan the code with your camera)

Scan Me

*If you download 20 of our books for free, this would equal a value of
199.80$
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