How Adults, Including Clinical Staff, Learn

We thought it would be important to review some basics of learning theory. This is important for both the clinician who is engaged in some “teaching” with the consumer and the supervisor who is involved in “teaching” with the clinical staff. This is especially true when a program is adopting a structured or “manualized” treatment approach or intervention.  Taken from: Teaching at its Best: A Research-Based Resource for College Instructors, Linda B. Nilson, Anker Publishing Co., Inc. (www.ankerpub.com)

Whatever your target population, certain well-researched principles about how people learn will apply.

1. People are born learners, beginning with an insatiable childhood curiosity. They absorb and remember untold billions of details about objects, other people, their language, and things they know how to do (Spence, 2001).

2. People learn through “elaborative rehearsal,” which means connecting new knowledge to what they already know (Tigner, 1999).

3. People learn socially by constructing knowledge in a group (Stage et al. 1999), but they otherwise learn one-on-one and on their own (Spence, 2001).

4. People don’t learn well when their major learning context is “teacher-centered” – that is, they passively listen to a teacher talk (Spence 2001).

5. People learn when they are actively engaged in a life experience (Bonwell and Eison, 1993; Spence, 2001).

6. People learn when that life experience evokes emotional and not just intellectual or physical involvement. In other words, people must be inspired to want to learn a certain content. This learning pattern mirrors the biological basis of learning, which is the close communication between the frontal lobes of the brain and the limbic system. From a biological point of view, learning entails a change in the brain, the establishment of desirable new synapses (Leamnson, 1999, 2000).

These key principles have some complementary teaching principles.

1. Hold your students/participants to high expectations. (But be reasonable; very few students will choose the life of the mind as you have.)

2. Start where your students/participants are. Find out what they already know (and don’t know), and become familiar with their life styles. Then relate the new content, skills, and abilities you are teaching to what is familiar to them, both cognitively and experientially. Use examples and analogies out of their lives and generation.

3. Assign creative, inventive, and challenging tasks to small groups and more routine learning tasks, such as first-exposure reading and standard problem sets, as individual homework. Some individuals will need tutoring after their individual attempts, which you or group members can provide. Reflection and writing are also individual learning activities, even though they can be very challenging and creative.

4. Use active learning techniques, and when you do lectures, do so interactively (with frequent breaks for participant activities).

5. When possible, use experiential methods, those which place participants in real-life problem-solving situations, simulated or genuine.

6. Motivate learning with emotions. Make a learning experience dramatic, humorous, surprising, joyous, maddening, exciting, or heart-wrenching.  Any emotion will aid learning by inducing changes in the brain.
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Measuring What Matters: Competency-Based Learning Models in Higher Education

1. Competency-Based Learning Models: a Necessary Future, Richard A. Voorhees

· We are in the early stages of a learning revolution. New learning pathways have been forged by intense competition from organizations whose sole purpose is to deliver learning (anytime and anywhere) and by rapid advances in information technology.

· There is an increasing demand for certification of competencies built to meet specific industry demands that are based solely on the learner’s ability to demonstrate that specific competencies have been attained, regardless of where or even how they are mastered.

· Current discussions on competency-based education have centered on the introduction of new curricula (instead of a mere repackaging of existing ones), a guaranteed level (gauged on the basis of knowledge and competencies acquired rather than time spent), and connections to the labor market.

· Competency is “a combination of skills, abilities, and knowledge needed to perform a specific task” (National Postsecondary Educational Center, U.S. Department of Education, 2001)

· Performance-based learning is “a framework for learning systems that seek to document that a learner has attained a given competency or set of competencies”. Author

· The model below seeks to differentiate among terms commonly used in this area by depicting their interrelationships with competencies. Each of the rungs of this ladder is thought to influence those rungs that appear above and underneath. The first rung consists of traits and characteristics. These constitute the foundation for learning and depict the innate makeup of individuals on which further experiences can be built. Differences in traits and characteristics help explain why people pursue different learning experiences and acquire different levels and kinds of skills, abilities, and knowledge. The second rung consists of skills, abilities, and knowledge. These are developed through learning experiences, broadly defined to include, among other possibilities, work and participation in community affairs. Competencies, then, are the result of integrative learning experiences in which skills, abilities, and knowledge interact to form learning bundles that have currency in relation to the task for which they are assembled. Finally, demonstrations are the results of applying competencies. It is at this level that performance-based learning can be assessed.
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· A single competency can be used in many different ways. It is in their context that competencies have their greatest utility. Competencies within different contexts require different bundles of skills and knowledge. It is this bundling and unbundling that drives competency-based initiatives among postsecondary entities. The challenge is to determine which competencies can be bundled together to provide different types of learners with optimal combination of skills and knowledge needed to perform a specific task.
· Competency-Based models ultimately rely on measurable assessment. In other words, if a proposed competency cannot be described unambiguously and subsequently measured, it probably not a competency. Given these fundamental attributes, all parties to the learning process should be able to understand with clarity the outcome of the learning experience. Under these circumstances, competencies are transparent.

· Competencies permit the learner to return to one or more competencies that have not been mastered in a learning process rather then facing the unwelcome prospect of repeating one or more traditional courses and will provide students with a clear map and the navigational tools needed to move expeditiously toward their goals.
