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LEARNING TO LEARN
IN THE 21st CENTURY

The new millennium is now upon us signifying a reiene along the timeline of history. For
those involved in education the year 2000 providedpportunity to reflect on what has been
happening in schools and to look forward to see btmdents can be best prepared for the world
they will face in the future.

This future however is far from certain. The Unit®thtes Bureau of Labour estimates that 70%
of all jobs now require some minimal understanddfidpow to operate a computer. By the year
2010 all jobs will require significant computer kkiand over 80% of those jobs have not even

been created yet (Jackson, 1999).

Have schools modified their programmes in respaogais information? Little has changed in

some classrooms, where teachers still work in anerasimilar to that which was the norm at the
beginning of this century. Students are seen astyengssels coming to school ready to be
topped up with knowledge each day. This knowledgeoured in with the expectation it will be

regurgitated at some later date.

“The problem with education isn't that schools dtemhat they used to be, the problem is that
schools are what they used to be. Schools havgott#n worse, they have simply not changed
for the better.” (Gerstner, et al 1994).

We cannot know for sure what knowledge our studerniisneed to best prepare them for the
future. What we do know however is that they wiled to become life-long learners, able to
adapt to the future changes which will inevitablgvé an impact on their lives. Teaching
studentshow to learn is now more important than teaching tivemat to learn. Students should

be developing thinking processes critical for thioimation age, which enable them to know
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how to accesthe knowledge required, and more importartityw to evaluatehe veracity of the

source and the knowledge itself.

Many teachers would like to change the way theykweith students and acknowledge that a
different approach to teaching is now vital. Howghti these changes be made? How can
teachers allow students to take greater respoitgifvlr their own learning without the teacher

sensing a loss of control? How can curriculum rexuents be covered where students are

making decisions regarding what to learn? Theseemgereal issues that need to be addressed.

Where a clear and focused vision for student legrhias been collaboratively developed, where
this is well communicated and understood by altl here structures and strategies are in place
which encourage teachers and students to work tisagrhieving the vision, positive change can

be accomplished.

A feature of Bucklands Beach Intermediate Schowlsion for the 21 century is in part,
exemplified through the notion @karning to LearnThe way in which this concept is translated
into reality is illustrated through thé&earning to Learn PortfolioModel. (Fig 1). Each
component of the model represents a significantritiution to the vision and has evolved over

approximately 10 years of commitment and experiad@nt by teachers, students and parents.

Much has been done at Bucklands Beach Intermedmatan effort to have students take
increasing responsibility for their own learning).id recognised that if our students are to be
successful in the future they must be given théssto learn how to learn. We want them to
understand that learning is something they de, fitat something that is done to them. Strategies
are in place which increasingly lead students tdwapecoming self-directed, independent

learners.

A student portfolio is the vehicle used to guidesth changes. The portfolio provides structures
which scaffold students towards increased respoigilbor their own learning while also
providing structures to assist teachers make thadpmgam shift from that of director to facilitator

of learning. These structures support teachers akimg the paradigm shift at a pace that
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minimises concerns over losing control. The pomtfas the catalyst for this change process to

occur.

Portfolios are not new. They have been around famyryears in other walks of life. Artists and
photographers have regularly kept folders to shéivineir best work. Throughout their careers
journalists are likely to have kept clippings toistrate the depth of their writing, to record le

fulfilled and awards presented.

A well-maintained portfolio can paint a detaile@dtpre and present information in a form that is
difficult, if not impossible, to present in any ethway. It can show an individual's current stage

of development. It can show progress achieved twe.

So how can a portfolio be used to support studErhing in schools?

When students maintain portfolios of their workytlearn to assess their progress as learners

and teachers gain new views of their accomplishsnastearners. (Wolf, 1989)

The process of portfolio development at Bucklandsadh Intermediate School began with
students setting goals and assessing their owrrgg®gSamples of work showing growth over
time were included. Theearning to Learn PortfolidModel grew from these simple beginnings
with the portfolio format changing over time as ganed greater knowledge and understandings

of the processes involved and outcomes desired.

The portfolio now serves several clearly definedppses. It is used as a vehicle to assist with
the development of metacognitive skills, has anargmt role to play within the school’s
assessment programme, and provides structuresribatirage stronger links between the school

and the home.

The Learning to Learn model illustrates how theloies components of the portfolio interlink

and contribute towards the primary goal, the dgualent of self-directed, independent learners.
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Figure 1

LEARNING TO LEARN PORTFOLI1O MODEL

lan Fox

M etacognitive Development:

One theme in the model focuses on the studentsicoghitive development. If students are to
develop as independent learners they must reflecheir own progress and look at what they
can learn from what they have accomplished, fotec&bn is the key to metacognition

Reflection is being able to stand back, to thinlowbwhat has been done well, to identify
difficulties, and to focus on areas for improvement

Metacognition is our ability to know what we knomdavhat we don't know. It is our ability to
plan a strategy for producing what information iseded, to be conscious of our own steps and

strategies during the act of problem solving, amddflect on and evaluate the productiveness of

our own thinking. Thinking about thinking begetseninking. (Costa, 1991)

The portfolio provides a forum for reflective wng to take place within the classroom
programme. Through their writing students respanklety questions such as:
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*  “What have you done well?”
* “What difficulties did you have?”

*  “What could you do next time to improve?”

Gradually these starter questions are removedsuuttients asked to simply reflect on their work
and to plan strategies to enable them to do evémerb®ext time. When encouraged to become
critically reflective of their own performance strds are well on the way to becoming self-
directed independent learners.

Reflection encourages students to think about tbein thinking. It develops their ability to
know how tothink, and not simplwhat to think. Where students are able to reflect agirth

current strengths and weaknesses, they are iroagsposition to set their own future learning
goals.

Where students set goals, individuals were showhate made impressive gains in terms of
academic achievement, plus on measures used, $hase students also gained higher placings
in class. Research also found that where goalrgetttas a normal part of the programme

attendance patterns improved. Students were abdedogreater relevance in class programmes
and were more highly motivated to attend classdgyTspent less time away from school.
Truancy numbers were down. (Atman, 1988)

In spite of the significance of this informatioretl is little evidence to suggest the practice of
student goal setting is widespread. Students ddersegiven strategies that encourage them to
strive towards achieving goals they have set fentselves.

Kay Atman concluded that having students set tbein goals, and planning steps towards
achieving these, is one way of assisting ‘at rikidents. Goal setting has a profound effect on
students’ progress towards independent learning.

The portfolio provides a format for goal settinghte taught. Frameworks are developed which

encourage students to set learning goals, to stowards the successful accomplishment of
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these goals, and to feel good about being sucdeSsfccesses should be celebrated. Self-esteem

is enhanced when students are successful. Sueassstb further success.

To assist further with the development of metacigmiskills students can be introduced to a
range of models for thinking and learning. Teaclmsnot expect students to have a detailed
knowledge of the processes and principles of legrmihich may seem very logical and simple

to adults. These are skills that need fosteringeyTare skills that can be actively taught and

practised.

Many well-recognised models are widely availablbe Bix Thinking Hats and CoRT thinking

models of Edward de Bono, to name but two, assestty with the enhancement of thinking
abilities and problem-solving skills. The directat¢ting of thinking can do much to build
metacognitive skills. Other models introduced casisd with decision-making and work

planning skills.

Assessment to | mprove L earning:

Another theme of the Learning to Learn model fosuse using assessment to improve learning
outcomes for students. Regrettably, too often assesst and evaluation tasks are seen as simply
mark gathering exercises, a time to grade stud8ntsimative assessment is important and a key
responsibility for all teachers. However so muchrenmould be gained where assessment is used
not just to gather marks but also to find out whas been achieved by the student and what is
needed for improved learning. Formative assessprenides an opportunity for the teacher to
learn more about the learner. It also providesdeali opportunity for learners to learn more

about their own progress.

Much teacher feedback is unspecific and therefeetegs to the learner. When a teacher marks a
piece of work, corrects errors and writes a comnseich asgood work - well doneyhat does

this mean for the student? What do students uradeighe comment to mean? Do they know
what goodwork is? What is it about this particular piecewadrk which makes igood? What
was done this time which makedétterthan the last effort? Is it becauserewas written? Is it

because the work was presented moeatly? What wasdone righ? How could the same
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response from the teacher be obtained again? Whheimagic formula for success known by

the teacher?

Teacher marking and assessment should have meanthgelevance to the learner. It should
lead students to a clearer understanding of howd gawk can be achieved and what is able to be

done in future to strive towards the goal of e)arade.

Wherever possible, learning tasks set should reaiirdents to demonstrate an understanding of
concepts in real life contexts. Improved learnieguits where clear performance standards are
given and when learning and assessment are saeteaant. Authentic learning should be the
teacher’s goal. In this way students gain an unadedsng that what is being learned at school
has relevance to their everyday lives. Learningassomething confined solely to schools. It is
something which will help them solve many of thelgems they face in their every day lives, in

a range of contexts.

When students know assessment criteria prior tonoemeing work, there is a much greater
likelihood that the learning goals will be achiev&iudents can assess their own work against
stated standards. Clear performance standardssgidents a goal towards which they should
strive. They know what is required to achieve anggrk or grade. Thelgnowjust what“good

work” is!

Students should be encouraged to help set thesdastis through working with teachers to

determine measurement criteria. Where these stsmdare accepted, and applied, students
develop an increasing understanding of quality mmesstogether with requirements necessary
for standards to be met. They know clearly thearador marks or grades given and readily see

where future improvements are needed.

Authentic learning and assessment can help breakcyhle where, for many, failure is the

expectation. Students become more highly motivateducceed. They see purpose in their
schooling. They see the application of what is leaopy in school to their everyday lives. The
portfolio can support this process through cleeglyorded learning objectives, authentic learning

tasks and clear measurement standards.
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Development of Home-School Links:

The remaining theme of the Learning to Learn matledtrates how the portfolio contributes to
closer links between school and home.

With the portfolio going home on a regular basexgnts have opportunities to discuss progress
with their children and give support and encouragigmParents become more informed as to
what has been accomplished in class and the stid@mhieved. They gain a much clearer
understanding as to why specific marks or gradee heen allocated and the progress needed
for future improvements. Clearer and more focusaeklof communication are established with
the whole assessment process becoming more opegteBs achieved over time is clearly
evident. With the portfolio much of the mystery mumding assessment is removed and the

confusion which often exists between parental etgtiens and student achievement is avoided.

A key strategy in the development of quality hombesl links is the conference held between
the teacher, parent and student. This conferermesés on progress to date and the setting of
future goals. Productive conferences result fronhigh level of student preparation and
participation. Students require support as theyhagamaterial for presentation to illustrate
achievement and growth. Much of this material wolbé contained in the portfolio. It is the
evidence of learning within the portfolio that pides a purposeful focus for the conference.

Where student-led conferences are held, studentarieeresponsible for leading the discussion
and providing evidence of progress and achieveméney are charged with the task of
providing a range of work to illustrate the progrélsey have made. Teachers and parents raise
guestions to ensure clarity of understanding witisaues explored and goals for future learning
set.

Student-led conferences ensure the focus remairiseostudents and the critical role they have
in determining their own future development. Studeralise that learning is somethihgy do

it is not something that idone tothem. They must accept a high degree of respditgifor
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their own progress and determine, along with tleter and parent, strategies that will be put in

place for the future.

When used in class a student portfolio with cleadyined guidelines, and a clearly understood
purpose, can do much to make a difference for legroutcomes. It can guide students towards
becoming self-directed, independent learners. $naofie hear teachers stating this to be their

goal but seldom do we find procedures in place twhitively lead students towards this end.

All too frequently school programmes fail to progidpportunities for students to look critically
at their own performance, to analyse their stremgiid weaknesses, and to determine what next
they could do to improve. Where teachers simplykmark without student involvement, where
testing is used solely as a mark gathering exerewere students have little opportunity to

reflect on their performance, powerful learning ogipnities are lost.

In these situations students will see learningaaseshing which is done to them, rather than it
being something in which they participate. Theyl Vgl to see themselves as being active
participants in the process. They will learn to twar the teacher to determine what it is they
should be doing, to tell them what to do next, éedmine how good their work is, rather than

using their own skills and initiative to exercisdegree of control over their learning.

These outcomes will only be achieved when teachezsprepared to relinquish some of the
power that has for so long been a traditional mdrclassroom culture. Teachers must be
prepared to empower their students, allowing themmach freedom as possible to make

decisions for themselves.

Where a teacher has been used to the traditibthabach and you willearn approach, change
will be difficult to achieve. These teachers neettoeiragement and support to gain the
confidence to let go, to allow students to intenaith each other and to take greater ownership

for their learning.

Teachers would better serve their students by bewxpfacilitators of learning, seeking ways to
move students to higher levels of achievement. Aeacworking in this way take on the role of
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coach, working alongside their students, motivatimgoviding resources, encouraging,
suggesting further practice, building on currentwiledge and skills, in exactly the same manner
in which a sport’s coach works with individual teamembers. Effective coaches work to ensure
that team members use their strengths to perforrthg¢obest of their ability. They provide
exercises as required to lift performance in amdaseed. They ensure that there are no failures

in the team, and all are supported to meet witlcess:

The class is the teacher’'s team. Teachers can imogk similar manner supporting all class

members, assisting them find their strengths anaknesses, and giving additional practice in
areas of need. Teachers working in this way devslamg supportive team structures. They are
valued as leaders who guide and assist studemsigimrtheir studies, building on current

achievements, and challenging them to move furfimevard. Students learn to take control of

their own future knowing there is appropriate halailable where required. They learn they can
achieve highly through their own efforts. They sa their own goals and feel good about being
successful. Self-esteem can be enhanced througbing-success rather than regular failure.

The Learning to Learn portfolio model is a powedatalyst to facilitate such changes within the
school. It does much to make a difference to thg t®achers view their role in the classroom.

Similarly it does much to make a difference toway in which students view their role.

The portfolio shows students and their parents grawer time so that a picture is built up of
overall ability and progress. It shows what canra#jer than what can’t be done. It shows that
process, and not simply achievement, is importdrite portfolio provides assessment
information linked to curriculum objectives showirgidence of progress as measured against
clearly defined performance standards. This infaionacan be used to provide hard data to meet
reporting requirements where requested and givehnuatuable information for reporting
student progress to parents.

More significantly the portfolio can be a vehicler fempowering students to take increasing
responsibility for their own learning. It can assigth the development of student self esteem
through providing a means for them to display woflkwhich they are proud; work of which

they could say, I“didn’t know | could do so well'They become empowered to judge their own
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performance. They become more highly motivateduginothe knowledge that they have the key
to learning within their grasp. They can confidgrgket their own future goals, work towards

achieving these, and thus become true indepene@mtdrs.

Where these skills are developed we are givingestisdskills for life. We are giving them the
skills to learn how to learn. We are empoweringrite become self directed, independent, life

long learners, able to cope with whatever challsrigey may face in the new millennium.

lan Fox
Principal

Bucklands Beach Intermediate School
Auckland

New Zealand
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